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          South Korea is known as a country with a large number of highly educated women; however, it is also known as a country with the lowest employment rate of female college graduates among the OECD nations. Underlying the low employment of women, there is a phenomenon of a high percentage of Korean women whose careers have been interrupted due to marriage, pregnancy, and childbirth. As a result of unfavorable conditions at both work and home, the number of single women has increased in Korea, and married female professionals also hesitate to have children. This is evidenced by the low birth rate in Korea. The critical need for quality of work life and work-life balance is prominent in Korea. The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences of the highly educated and married female Korean employees regarding work-life balance. Phenomenological interviews with sixteen participants revealed valuable insights into how to promote the quality of the career women’s lives in the Korean context.
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      Introduction
      South Korea (Korea) is known as a country with a large number of highly educated women. Since 2009 when the percentage of female students (80.5%) who advanced to college exceeded male students (79.6%) in Korea for the first time, females have outnumbered males in Korean colleges (Cha, 2015). In 2015, the percentage of female college graduates between the ages of 25 and 34 was reported to be 72% while the male counterpart was 63% (OECD, 2015b). This fact reflects not only Korean women’s strong desire for higher education but also a new demographic of a highly educated workforce for the future. Despite the increase in the number of highly educated women, the employment rate of Korean female college graduates ranked the lowest (60.1%) among OECD nations with the widest gender gap of 29% points between male and female graduates in employment rate (Yonhapnews, 2013).

      The ineffective utilization of women’s human capital is closely associated with the number of career-interrupted women in Korea (Ministry of Gender Equality & Family, 2014). According to a 2014 survey, 58% of the female respondents (5,854 married women aged 25-59) reported experiencing a career interruption due to marriage (63.4%), childbirth (24.7%), child-rearing (5.9%), and caring for family (4.9%). As the career interruptions mostly occur for Korean women in their early years of marriage or child-rearing, their late twenties and early thirties are considered the most vulnerable periods for their careers (Ministry of Gender Equality & Family, 2014). These women usually re-enter the labor market in their mid-forties when their children attend elementary schools. This career pattern can be graphically illustrated by an M-shaped curve, which is known to only occur in Korea and Japan, compared with Western developed countries where women’s career pattern is a reverse U shape (Han, 2012). When re-entering the workforce, the majority of women tend to be offered temporary employment or lower-level positions than they held before (Oh, Kim, & Uhm, 2012). For highly educated Korean women, their career pattern is reflected by an L shape—meaning no more careers after interruptions. These women give up seeking jobs after realizing that the chance for them to find positions comparable to what they held before is slim (Ministry of Gender Equality & Family, 2014).

      Under these unfavorable conditions, more Korean women hesitate to get married; and when they are married, they tend to delay having children. This social phenomenon has exacerbated the low-birth rate (1.24 children per woman in 2015) in Korea (Statistics Korea, 2016a). On the other hand, a rapidly aging population has become another critical concern to the Korean government. In 2015, the number of Korean people aged 65 and above accounted for 13.1% of the total population (Statistics Korea, 2016b). Due to a low fertility rate and a rapidly aging population, it is projected that Korea will likely experience serious labor shortages in 2050 or sooner (Seo, 2013).

      To address these issues, the Korean government has resorted to the utilization of a female workforce as a potential solution. To attract women employees, a variety of family-friendly policies (e.g., paid maternity leave, child care subsidies, and the establishment of public daycare centers) have been developed at the national level and promoted to large companies or public organizations (Oh et al., 2012). The government has paid attention to empirical evidence revealed by work-family studies and has planned to formulate work-life balance (WLB) policies. However, most of the work-family studies on the causes of work-family conflicts, the effect of flexible workplace arrangements, and working mothers’ WLB experiences were conducted in the Western context, which has strikingly different characteristics of family, industry structure, and organizational culture (Bailey, 2011; Lee, Chang, & Kim, 2011; Supple, 2007). It remains unclear how the differences between the western and non-western contexts influence married women’s experiences with work-life balance. To enrich our understanding of this issue calls for more investigations into WLB as perceived and experienced by married female employees in contexts different from the west.

      This qualitative study is an attempt in this direction. It focused on exploring the highly educated and married female employees’ (HEMFE) WLB experiences in Korea. Highly educated females are women who have attained tertiary education (OECD, 2015a). Following this prevailing criterion (Lee & Park, 2017; OECD, 2015a), we defined the highly educated females for this study as women who have earned a bachelor’s degree or above. One overarching question guided this inquiry: What are the lived experiences of the highly educated and married female employees with work-life balance in Korea? In the next section, we provide theoretical perspectives that informed our understanding of the phenomenon under study.

    

    

  
    
      Theoretical Context
      In this section, we start with a brief overview of WLB literature in general. We then discuss this concept specifically in the Korean context. We also present the theoretical frameworks that guided this study.

      
        Work-Life Balance in General
        Work-life balance (WLB) is a global issue that has received ample attention worldwide. Scholars have attempted to conceptualize WLB from multiple perspectives. For example, Greenhaus, Collins, and Shaw (2003) argued that in order to achieve a balance, individuals must engage equally in their work and family roles, both psychologically and physically. Similarly, Clark (2000) perceived WLB as one’s psychological satisfaction and good functioning in both spheres based on a minimum of role conflict. Chang, McDonald, and Burton (2010) understood WLB in terms of “harmony or equilibrium between work and family domains” (p. 2382). Despite the varied conceptualizations, it is generally agreed that the quality of one’s life in work and home spheres is key to achieving a balance. However, given that WLB connotes different meanings to different people (McMillan, Morris, & Atchley, 2011), it is essential to understand individual contexts in the WLB discourse.

        Among the limited number of theories available to guide WLB research, five appear to be popular: human ecology theory, spillover theory, compensation theory, role balance theory, and work-family border theory. The human ecology theory provides a systematic approach to studying families. It highlights the relationships between families and economic environment with an emphasis on the interactions with people’s earning and caring (Duncan & Pettigrew, 2012). The spillover theory (Ducan & Pettigrew, 2012) posited that an individual’s emotion and behavior in one sphere can affect his or her emotion and behavior in the other sphere, positively or negatively. According to the compensation theory, people engage in activities in one sphere that satisfy their needs regarding what they are missing in another sphere (Clark, 2000). From the role balance theoretical perspective, “individuals prioritize roles hierarchically for organizing and managing multiple responsibilities” (Grzywacz & Carlson, 2007, p. 456). Prioritizing one’s roles is often influenced by one’s socialization process, and gender may be a critical component in determining the roles (Symoens & Bracke, 2015). All but the human ecology theory focus on examining the extent of individuals’ involvement (e.g., their attitudes, emotions, and efforts) in the two different domains—work and family. However, because spillover and compensation occur simultaneously within individuals, these theories cannot sufficiently explain why people react the way they do.

        Attempting to advance work-family theories, Clark (2000) presented the work-family border theory to explain the complicated interactions between the boundaries. Clark’s central argument is that “individuals manage and negotiate their work and family spheres and the borders between them in order to attain balance” (Clark, 2000, p. 750). Here, work and family exist in distinctive domains because each has different rules, thought patterns and behaviors, and different ends and means. Despite the differences, Clark believed that work and family affect each other and people try to integrate these two different areas to some degree. This theory addresses how domain integration and segmentation, border creation and management, border-crosser participation, and relationships between border-crossers and others at work and home (Clark, 2000), result in work-family balance. Therefore, the work-family border theory is useful to explain the dynamics occurring in an individual’s work and family spheres.

      

      
        Married Women’s Career Lives in Korea
        Women’s career development is often recognized as more complex than men’s due to multiple barriers embedded in social, cultural, and political structures. The challenges that women generally have to overcome in their career paths include traditional gender role biases, unequal employment opportunities, and work-life conflicts (Coogan & Chen, 2007). Despite these challenges, married women assume additional responsibilities, which makes them more vulnerable than men and single women in the labor market (Brinton, 2001; Oh et al., 2012). When a woman’s marital status is combined with a conservative and patriarchal culture, it can have a substantial impact on her career.

        In Korea, the main sources of married women’s career barriers can be understood from two perspectives—the traditional gender divide in family roles and the unfriendly organizational culture for women (Oh et al., 2012). According to The gender gap index 2017 (World Economic Forum, 2017), the overall rank of gender inequality in Korea was 118 out of 144 countries. Korea was ranked particularly low in the areas of wage inequality (120th) and economic participation and opportunity (121st). These results provide strong evidence of gender inequality in Korea and Korean women’s vulnerability in the job market. Furthermore, the OECD (2016) well-being report for full-time employees revealed the traditional family roles of Korean married couples. In dual-income households, Korean women commonly spent 3.14 hours per day on housework while men invested only 40 minutes (OECD, 2016). This is another manifestation of the traditional gender roles in the current Korean family tradition.

        Gender inequality in Korea has a strong imprint of Confucianism, a school of philosophy that has been a foundation of Koreans’ value systems and social structures for the past thousand years (Kee, 2008). In the Confucian teaching that stresses an individual’s faithful role performance according to his or her identity and social class, women are expected to obey and respect their men’s (fathers and husbands) authority and perform family roles as a mother, a wife, and a daughter-in-law, while men assume the breadwinner role as the head of the household. Although the traditional gender role expectation extends beyond the Korean context, it is prominent in Korea given the profound influence of Confucian values. In consequence, the long-lasting prejudice and gender-based practices prevail at work and home even today (Lee & Lee, 2014). Under this strong Confucian influence, assuming a mother’s role has become a primary reason that Korean females voluntarily opt out of the workplace. Additionally, Korea is known as a country gripped by the education fever of parents who want to send their children to elite Korean universities. Because children’s education is largely regarded as the mothers’ responsibility, Korean working mothers who have difficulty in providing their full support for their children’s education are likely to suffer from a sense of guilt, which becomes another cause of women’s career interruption (Ministry of Gender Equality & Family, 2014).

        Next, the traditional organizational culture in Korea that has given rise to such male-centered practices as socializing after work, frequent overtime work, and long working hours is another major hurdle for married female employees. Particularly, the tradition of working long hours is frequently cited as a big roadblock to women’s economic participation. Research shows that Korea is one of the overworked countries, with the second longest working hours among the OECD nations; that Korean employees work for an average of 44.6 hours per week, compared to 32.8 hours in other OECD countries (OECD, 2012). In addition to working overtime during weekdays, full-time employees in Korea commonly work over the weekends, adding additional 16 work hours to the already long hours and making Korean employees’ actual working hours much greater than 44.6 hours (The Korea Herald, 2018). As a result, many Korean employees struggle with their WLB, which is evidenced by the fact that Korea ranked the 36th out of 38 countries in the WLB indicator of OECD better life index (OECD, 2016). For married female employees, long working hours are disadvantageous because they generally have more family responsibilities than their male counterparts or non-married females (Hong, 2012). In sum, the challenges Korean women encounter in their career path are deeply rooted in the traditional values at both national and organizational levels.

      

      
        Theoretical Frameworks
        Through our literature review, we found that two theoretical perspectives are helpful in explaining the dynamics of HEMFE’s WLB, especially in terms of the attitudes they take toward their career and the way they manage their WLB. These two theoretical perspectives are the kaleidoscope career model and conservation of resource theory.

        Kaleidoscope career model. Proposed by Mainiero and Sullivan (2005), this theory posits that women’s career paths are shifted over time by their needs, interests, and life circumstances between the interaction of work and life domains (Cabrera, 2008). While the scholars described the phenomenon of the talent drain of high-achieving women, especially working mothers, as the opt-out revolution, they also identified gender differences in career patterns. Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) likened women’s career paths to a kaleidoscope with the following statement:

        
Like a kaleidoscope that produces changing patterns when the tube is rotated and its glass chips fall into new arrangements, women shift the pattern of their careers by rotating different aspects of their lives to arrange roles and relationships in new ways. (p. 111)

        Given that women are sensitive to the needs of their family and accordingly integrate them into their careers, this theory provides an interpretation that women’s career patterns are relational and situational (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005).

        The kaleidoscope career model (KCM) consists of three parameters: authenticity, balance, and challenges, which are revealed at different stages of one’s career. The first parameter, authenticity, is connected to the interplay between women’s personal development and work-family issues. Authenticity addresses the following question: “Can I be myself in the midst of all of this and still be authentic?” (Sullivan & Mainiero, 2008, p. 35). This parameter is salient in the late career stage. The second parameter, balance, is a predominant issue in mid-career. It concerns women’s career decisions about how well they can balance work and non-work issues so that they can create a balanced state. The third parameter, challenge, is related to goal achievement. It is a phenomenon that women more likely to experience at their early career stage (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005; Sullivan & Mainiero, 2008). The KCM helped us capture the HEMFE’s career values and attitudes and understand why many of them have embraced different career values in the process of WLB. This model also enabled us to appreciate the changing nature of work-life priorities for women.

        Conservation of resource theory (COR). This theory delineates the relationship between an individual’s resource loss or acquisition and his or her work-life balance. The basic principle of the COR theory is that people tend to protect their current resources and obtain new resources they value (Hobfoll, 1989). The resources take a variety of physical and psychological forms, such as financial assets, personal characteristics, feelings, knowledge, relationship, health, childcare support, and stable employment (Hobfoll, 2001). Although this theory has been commonly used to guide motivation research (Halbesleben, Neveu, Paustian-Underdahl, & Westman, 2014), it helps illuminate triggers for an individual’s distress caused by the role conflicts occurring in work and family domains.

        From the COR theory, marital status or parenthood may be required for an individual to acquire resources essential to perform specific roles such as a parent or a spouse. When assuming different roles, individuals likely experience stress, especially when they have limited or no resources due to lack of energy, time, or incompatible behaviors (Grandey & Cropanzano, 1999). Hobfoll (2001) noted that stress usually occurs under two conditions: (a) when the value of the resource loss is greater than the value of resource acquired; or (b) when an investment of resources falls short of one’s expectations, which easily leads to work-life imbalance. The COR theory provides a theoretical guideline for examining the dynamics between resource loss and resource acquisition, as well as the impact of one’s resource management on one’s WLB.

      

    

    

  
    
      Methods
      We adopted the descriptive or transcendental phenomenological research design to explore HEMFEs’ lived experiences with WLB. By adopting descriptive instead of hermeneutic (interpretive) phenomenology, we focused on describing participants’ experiences, rather than presenting the researchers’ interpretations (Moustakas, 1994). The original meaning of transcendental is “everything is perceived freshly, as if for the first time” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 34). In line with this concept, we adopted Husserl’s idea, epoche (suspending the researchers’ judgement toward the participants’ experiences) in order to capture the HEMFEs’ perspective on their WLB experiences. The phenomenological design calls for a textual description of the individuals’ significant experiences and a structural description of specific contexts. This approach helps unfold the essence of lived experiences with more structured procedures (Moustakas, 1994).

      
        Sampling
        To select study participants, we used a combination of criterion-based, maximum variation, and snowball sampling methods (Patton, 2002). The criteria we used include: (a) being married; (b) having received higher education (bachelor’s degree and above); and (c) being currently employed in Korea. To collect information-rich data (Patton, 2002), we adopted the maximum variation sampling technique to recruit women with diverse backgrounds (e.g., different organizational types, family types, and the number of children). The participants were recruited through the first author’s personal networks in Korea and referrals from participants (i.e., snowball sampling).

        The participants. A total of 16 women participated in our study and we gave each a pseudonym to protect her identity. As Table 1 shows, all the participants have been married for an average of 8.9 years. Eight of them received a bachelor’s degree, six had a master’s degree, and two had a doctoral degree. The participants averaged 37.3 years old. All of them were mothers with one child (8) or two children (7), except for one who had no children at the time of the study. The age range of their children was from 2 to 11, with the average being 5.3 years. At the time of interviews, the participants were working in diverse types of organizations in Korea, including private (9), public (3), and foreign companies (4). All of them were full-time employees, with 14 in mid-level positions.

        
          Table 1. 
				
          

          
            Profiles of the Participants
          
          

        

        
          
            
              	Name
              	Age
              	Education
              	Type of Organization
              	Job Title
              	Functional Area
              	Organizational Tenure
              	Years Married
              	No. of Children (Age)
            

          
          
            	Ayoung
            	42
            	Ph.D.
            	Private
            	Senior Researcher
            	Scientific Instruments
            	3
            	15
            	1 (11)
          

          
            	Bokyung
            	35
            	Bachelor’s
            	Private
            	Manager
            	Engineering
            	11
            	7
            	1 (5)
          

          
            	Chaeock
            	36
            	Master's
            	Private
            	Manager
            	Cosmetics
            	10
            	8
            	1 (7)
          

          
            	Dajung
            	40
            	Master's
            	Private
            	Senior Researcher
            	Cosmetics
            	15
            	12
            	2 (9, 9)
          

          
            	Eunyoung
            	42
            	Ph.D.
            	Public
            	Senior Researcher
            	Nutrition
            	10
            	14
            	1 (7)
          

          
            	Fangsook
            	39
            	Bachelor’s
            	Private
            	Manager
            	Costume Design
            	15
            	10
            	1 (9)
          

          
            	Gyungock
            	35
            	Bachelor’s
            	Public
            	Assistant Manager
            	IT Services
            	3
            	5
            	2 (2, 4)
          

          
            	Herim
            	37
            	Master's
            	Private
            	Manager
            	Scientific Instruments
            	6
            	5
            	2 (4)
          

          
            	Inyoung
            	36
            	Bachelor’s
            	Private
            	Manager
            	Electronics
            	11
            	7
            	2 (6, 3)
          

          
            	Jiu
            	34
            	Bachelor’s
            	Private
            	Employee
            	Customer Service
            	6
            	12
            	2 (9, 5)
          

          
            	Kyunghee
            	36
            	Master's
            	Public
            	Interpreter
            	Electronics
            	7
            	8
            	2 (7, 4)
          

          
            	Lami
            	44
            	Bachelor’s
            	Foreign
            	Group Desk Coordinator
            	Airlines
            	18
            	16
            	-
          

          
            	Minjung
            	33
            	Bachelor’s
            	Private
            	Office Coordinator
            	Sales
            	3
            	5
            	1 (2)
          

          
            	Nami
            	33
            	Master’s
            	Foreign
            	Lead Financial Data Analyst
            	Financial
            	4
            	4
            	1 (3)
          

          
            	Ooju
            	34
            	Bachelor
            	Foreign
            	Business Coordinator
            	Inspection & Expedition
            	2
            	5
            	1 (3)
          

          
            	Pado
            	40
            	Master’s
            	Foreign
            	Project Manager
            	Pharmacy
            	11
            	12
            	2 (9, 4)
          

        

        

      

      
        Data Collection
        We collected data from two sources: interviews and observations. Using a pre-developed interview guide with semi-structured, open-ended questions, the first author conducted individual, face-to-face, in-depth phenomenological interviews at the location and time selected by each participant. All the interviews were audio recorded with participants’ prior consent. Each interview lasted between 50 and 123 minutes. All the interviews were conducted in Korean and transcribed verbatim in Korean; only data cited as direct quotes were translated into English. Each transcript was shared with the participants to verify accuracy. During the interviews, the first author also made observations about the participants and took extensive notes. The observational data helped us later create rich descriptions of each participant and contextualize their experiences (Merriam, 2009). To ensure the trust-worthiness of our findings, we employed multiple techniques including data triangulation, member checking, and research journaling.

      

      
        Data Analysis
        We followed Creswell’s (2007) six steps to analyze interview and observational data: (a) data managing, (b) reading and memoing, reading through texts and forming initial codes, (c) describing, (d) classifying, (e) interpreting, and (f) representing and visualizing. The first three steps were related to creating the phenomenology database at the initial stages of analysis before performing the actual analysis. The third step, describing, required us to describe and bracket out our own experiences with WLB and assumptions about the participants’ experience (epoche, Creswell, 2007). In the fourth step, we focused on identifying significant statements from the data to bring important meanings about the phenomenon. During the analysis, we gave equal value to all the data (the method of horizontalization). Then, we grouped the data into larger units of information. Next, we developed a rich description about what each participant’s WLB experience was (textual) as well as how it occurred (structural). Through this process, we were able to identify the essence of individual and shared experiences. In the last stage, we reported the essence of the identified experiences in rich narratives. To ensure accurate interpretation, we shared our findings with the participants and incorporated their feedback into the final report.

      

    

    

  
    
      Findings
      
        Women’s Experiences with Work-Life Balance
        From multiple rounds of data analysis, we identified six superordinate themes and thirteen subthemes (Table 2). They are: (1) the meaning of work-life balance; (2) support systems; (3) career aspiration: thin and long; (4) concerns; (5) WLB strategies; and (6) hope: expectations for the future.

        
          Table 2. 
				
          

          
            Superordinate Themes and Subthemes: Women’s Experiences with WLB
          
          

        

        
          
            
              	Superordinate Themes
              	Subthemes
            

          
          
            	1. The Meaning of Work-Life Balance
            	
          

          
            	2. Support Systems
            	2.1. Family
2.2. Colleagues
2.3. Live-in babysitter
          

          
            	3. Career Aspiration: Thin and Long
            	3.1. Strong craving for career continuity
3.2. Lack of desire for career advancement
          

          
            	4. Concerns
            	4.1. Childcare stress
4.2. Burnout
4.3. Personal life
4.4. Feeling out of the loop at work
          

          
            	5. WLB Strategies
            	5.1. Be present in their roles
5.2. Set lower expectations
5.3. Positive attitude
5.4. One-child strategy
          

          
            	6. Hope for a Better Future
            	
          

        

        

      

      
        The Meaning of Work-Life Balance
        When asked to define WLB, the participants shared the same understanding in that they identified life with family or the home domain, but their perceptions on balance were noticeably different in four ways. They are: (a) a state of compatibility without role conflicts, (b) high psychological satisfaction with less psychological distress, (c) an individual’s appropriate time distribution, and (d) a process of negotiation based on contingency.

        First, more than half of the participants stated that WLB is a state of compatibility in which a person performs the assigned roles properly without experiencing any role conflicts between work and family. Although the study participants shared different understandings of WLB, they all perceived balance as compatibility between work and family.

        Second, some participants viewed WLB as the matter of one’s psychological satisfaction and having less psychological distress in both work and family. Lami shared, “the balance is that I feel satisfied with both spheres, respectively. In explaining one’s work-life balance, it’s important to have a sense of satisfaction at work and home.”

        Third, for some participants, WLB was associated with their faithful role performances based on appropriate time distribution. They highlighted their proper time distribution by viewing balance as the condition in which they can have the autonomy to take control over their time.

        
When I can plan and utilize the given finite time properly, I believe it’s a balance. If I can fully anticipate my work schedule every day and plan my tasks at work and home based on the schedule, I can establish the boundaries to some extent […] For me, to be able to perform multiple roles at work and at home is the balance. (Gyungock)

        Lastly, to some participants, WLB was a process of negotiation based on contingency. Minjung said,

        
I don’t think that the balance is that an individual is equally involved with her work and family and gains the same results from there […] in my current condition, I try to achieve a balance by negotiating my realities. For example, these days, I just do the minimal domestic work and rely on dining out while focusing on my jobs. If not, all my balance I’m maintaining now might be broken. This is my own balance, currently.

      

      
        Support Systems
        Our sixteen participants had some support systems in place to balance their work and life. All of them had at least one leading support system on which they partially or totally relied. Three sources of support were identified: family, colleagues, and babysitters.

        Family. According to the study participant, the most significant support they received came from their families, including their mothers, mothers-in-law, and husbands. Twelve of the sixteen women (75%) had their mothers’ or mothers-in-law’s help with child care. For six participants, their mothers or mothers-in-law took full responsibility as the primary caregivers for their grandchildren since they were born. In these cases, the grandmas fulfilled many of mothers’ duties, such as sending their grandchildren to the daycare centers or schools, picking them up after school, preparing their meals, bathing them, and putting them to bed. To extend their full support, the participants’ mothers or mothers-in-law brought their grandchildren to their home and directly raised them, or they took care of their grandchildren by living in their daughters’ home during the weekdays.

        
My mom told me, “I will take care of your son. So, I want you to continue to work as much as you can.” From my son’s birth to date, my mom has looked after my son. He grew up at my mom’s home until he was 4 years old. After he became a kindergartener, my mom stayed at my home to take care of my son during the weekdays and goes back to her home during the weekend. Thanks to her full support, I could focus on my job and have gotten promoted fast. (Fangsook)

        In some cases, due to the childcare, the parents or parents-in-law voluntarily moved to live near their daughters, or the participants opted to move to be close to their parents’ residences. For most of the participants, their mothers and mothers-in law were the best replacement for them as the primary child caregiver because they could be completely trusted. In two cases (Ayoung and Bokyung), the husbands played an equal parenting role in childcare, which was rare in the Korean context, while most of their husbands did not actively participate in domestic work and parenting roles.

        
My husband is the strongest support for my career. He almost raised my son by himself during my postdoctoral period in the U.S. My role as a traditional mom was not big. (Ayoung)

        Colleagues. Some of the participants pointed out that having a good relationship with their colleagues contributed to a smoother work and family life. Nami said,

        
We consisted of global team members. My boss worked in England. As we couldn’t meet in person often, I tried to be more communicative with him. When I had personal difficulties, I frankly shared them with him. I also tried to remember my boss’s personal events and care about them. We built a good relationship, and I gained my boss’s trust. Thanks to the good relationship, after my baby’s birth, I was given an opportunity for telecommuting during my childcare. (Nami)

        Live-in babysitter. Pado was the only participant who had hired a live-in babysitter. Being a senior manager at a foreign company and having a husband who is an ophthalmologist, Pado had the financial capacity to hire a live-in babysitter for a long time. Pado’s career has been supported by the live-in babysitter from her first son’s birth to the present. She relied on her babysitter for all the domestic tasks (e.g., cooking, cleaning, laundering, and childcare) except for the education of her children. Pado shared,

        
I have few tasks as a mother and a wife at home. My babysitter takes care of almost all the domestic chores. I don’t do housework very much. Instead, my major role at home is my children’s education. I read with my first son, who is a first grader at an elementary school, because he can’t study by himself yet.

      

      
        Career Aspirations: Thin and Long
        All the participants were very eager to work. Nevertheless, the majority of them did not have a strong desire for career advancement, primarily because of their family-related concerns or responsibilities, especially in the area of childcare. Borrowing Gyungock’s words, most of the participants’ attitudes toward their careers can be characterized as thin and long, which means pursuing low- or mid-level positions with less responsibility so that they could easily and consistently perform dual roles at work and at home.

        Strong craving for career continuity. All the sixteen participants expressed their strong desire for a continuous career for several reasons: (a) financial support, (b) being a role model for their children, and (c) self-fulfillment. The biggest reason shared by half of the women was the economic benefit of their jobs. They had a realistic view about their work—providing financial support for their family. Although some participants felt a sense of guilt, that is, they could not fully take care of their children, they believed their economic contribution would enhance the quality of their family’s life. Another reason was to serve as a role model for their children. Eunyoung kept sharing that the strongest motivation for her to stay in her current job was her daughter. She wanted her daughter “to recognize and respect me as a professional career woman, not treating me as just a mother.” Finally, participants also identified self-fulfillment as a motive for keeping their jobs. Fangsook reinforced, “As long as I am satisfied with my job and careers, I won’t abandon my job.”

        Lack of desire for career advancement. Although all the participants spoke of a strong desire to continue to work, ironically, half of them expressed little interest in career advancement. Interestingly, we noticed that the women who had low career ambition were also the primary caregivers who received little childcare support. Although they felt sorry about their lack of devotion to work, compared to the period when they were single or before having children, the added roles as a mother had prompted these women to put childcare first. Consequently, it was difficult for them to spend more time on work or to participate in company events as they used to. These women also recognized that their choice might have a negative impact on their career advancement; therefore, they did not set high expectations for themselves. Chaeock acknowledged,

        
Currently, I don’t think I am pursuing a great vision for my job. While raising my kid, I’ve been stressed and argued a lot with my husband. As I felt much pressured by the role of mother as the primary caregiver, I couldn’t help reducing my career aspirations […] gradually.

      

      
        Concerns
        As all participants were performing multiple roles simultaneously, they felt that their commitment to either work or family, or both, were limited. Hence they had mixed feelings about work and family. Four major concerns were shared by the participants: childcare stress, burnout, personal life, and feeling out of the loop at work.

        The most prominent concern was about childcare stress, which was mostly linked to the feeling of guilt toward their children. As almost all the participants recognized themselves as primary caregivers, they felt even more guilty when comparing themselves to stay-at-home moms. The younger their children, the more stressed the women felt. This feeling, combined with the conservative Korean culture, contributed to the women’s psychological distress.

        Many participants also experienced a state of emotional and physical exhaustion caused by prolonged distress and pressure associated with their multiple roles. Particularly, those who had to take care of their child or children alone complained about their physical exhaustion more than the other women who received childcare support.

        For some participants, a desire to have a personal life was a big issue. Since they usually had to take care of their children after work at the expense of time for rest, it was challenging to have personal time. In order to find their lost life due to their full devotion to childcare, the participants expressed their desire to have a personal life for different reasons such as professional development, self-development, leisure activities, social activities, taking a trip, or just taking a rest at home. Chaeock shared, “If my son grows up a little bit more, my burden for childcare will be reduced. I’d like to find another part to my life, something for enjoying life—trips, sports, or anything else I can enjoy.”

        The last concern was feeling out of the loop. Some participants felt left out at work because they usually had to leave the office on time for childcare. This means missing opportunity to socialize with their colleagues, build camaraderie, or join company dinners, which is very important in the Korean organizational culture. Frequent absence at company dinners and the inability to work overtime at night likely had a negative impact on the participants’ performance as perceived by their peers. However, knowing that they made a conscious choice for childcare, the women felt that they “should tolerate the consequence of my choice.”

      

      
        Work-Life Balance Strategies
        While all study participants were juggling multiple roles, they seem to have managed to balance work and life in their own way. Four strategies were mentioned most frequently: (a) be present in their roles, (b) lower expectations, (c) positive attitude, and (d) one child strategy.

        Be present in their roles. This was one of the most commonly used strategies by the participants to fulfill their assigned roles and duties faithfully at work and at home. Three subthemes identified in this strategy include: (a) reducing the role of spouse, (b) concentrating only on work, and (c) image making as a working mother.

        Reducing the role of spouse. When asked about the role of a spouse, all the participants described traditional gender roles, meaning “when my husband comes home, I serve delicious food and make a cozy atmosphere so that he can take a rest.” However, all the participants, except Lami, confessed that they seldom performed the traditional role as a wife; instead, they just concentrated on the role of mother. Lami, being the only participant without a child, was faithful to her traditional wife’s role, spending her time at home doing all domestic chores. In this study, the fifteen working mothers prioritized their multiple roles and put being a mother and employee before being a wife. This is because they believed the importance of spending time with their children during their early childhood. As primary caregivers who knew that their husbands play a minimal role in parenting, the participants needed to save their energy and time by reducing at least one role; in their mind, the spousal role was less important than the parent role.

        Concentrating only on work. Some participants said that when they were at work, they were fully engaged. Since they were under pressure to leave on time or earlier than other colleagues because of childcare, they concentrated on their work without taking any down time.

        
I just focus on completing my job at work. I don’t usually hang out or chat with my colleagues. Except for going to the restroom, I pay undivided attention to my work so that I can finish it on time. Approaching the closing time, I hurry to leave the office to be with my children. (Gyungock)

        Image making as a working mother. Some women intentionally built an image of a working mother to avoid working overtime, taking extra work, or attending company events. These women found some ways of coping with their changed condition at work. For example, while emphasizing their identity as a mother responsible for childcare, the participants tried not to leave the office very late. Gyungock wisely used the image of a working mother by switching her dual identities as a mother and an employee in each domain. She said,

        
I’ve established my image as a working mom. Even though I’m not overtly saying like “since I am a mother with two young children I should leave on time to look after them,” I let my colleagues feel like that. So, my colleagues don’t entrust urgent work to me. Reversely, at home, I try to engrave the image of a working mom in my husband’s heart. This is my strategy to build my identities at work and family.

        Set lower expectations. Regarding some tasks at home, many participants set lower expectations for their husbands and themselves. In this study, 14 of the 16 women did not have high expectations from their husbands. Although they had complaints about their husbands’ minimal participation in parenting and domestic work, ironically, they believed lowering their expectations from their husbands would reduce their psychological stress. All the women reported that they fought a lot with their husbands as newlyweds in the hope that they could eliminate their husbands’ prejudices against married women. But as time went by, they gradually abandoned their expectations because they realized it was too time- and energy-consuming and meaningless to lecture their husbands who “have no ideas about sharing equally domestic work and parenting roles.” Considering our participants’ average length of marriage was 8.9 years, they believed the life pattern as a married couple was already set by then. The following direct quotes are representative.

        
I don’t have big complaints about my husband now because I think I’ve been habituated to his patterns [frequent overtime and few domestic and parenting roles] for seven years since I got married. (Kyunghee)

        
I almost abandoned my expectation about my husband. During the weekend, he usually takes a nap all day long and doesn’t listen to our baby’s crying at all. I just leave him alone. While I accept him the way he is, I try to enjoy my roles with a positive mind. (Ooju)

        Another reason for the participants’ low expectations was closely linked to the organizational culture in Korea, characterized by collectivism, frequent overtime work into night, and company dinners. Some participants thought their husbands were very domestic but the work environment made them not so. That is, the Korean organizational culture often prevents their husbands from being involved with domestic work.

        For some participants, another strategy was to lower expectations on their traditional role of homemaker. They tried to have minimal involvement in domestic work by reducing the amount of time they spend on cooking or cleaning. Although they felt the pressure of cooking and providing healthy food as homemakers, they chose to save their energy and time for childcare by relying on takeout food services or dining out.

        Positive attitude. Many participants tried to embrace a positive attitude in everyday life in order to manage their psychological distress. Their attitude was based on the following motto: “If you can’t avoid it, enjoy it.” Accepting that they cannot avoid multiple responsibilities, the participants tried to find the positive aspects in their current situation.

        One-child strategy. Among the fifteen participants with children, eight women (53.3%) had only one child. They had no desire to expand their family because they were not confident about performing the added responsibilities resulting from having more children. Additionally, considering their husbands’ low participation in domestic work and childcare, the participants believed that the additional work caused by having more children would have a negative impact on their WLB. Fangsook stated,

        
I don’t force my husband to do any domestic work or childcare. I just take care of everything by myself at home. Naturally, I gave up having a second child, which means my capacity in which I can bear my situations and don’t have a feeling of dissatisfaction with the current condition […] Honestly, I want to have one more child, but I cannot help but have just one to maintain my work-life balance.

      

      
        Hope for a Better Future
        Half of the participants were optimistic that married women’s quality of life would be better in the future. Particularly, they took a positive outlook in three areas: (a) national policies, (b) organizational culture, and (c) parenting of the younger generation. The national policies and organizational culture were closely related. Many women felt that their organizational climate has slowly become family-friendly, compared to the time when they first entered the workforce. They believed that the national policies such as paid maternity leave and childcare leave (both of which have been guaranteed under the law), Equal Employment Opportunity and Work-Family Balance Assistance Act (since the mid-2000s), had driven organizational culture change. Also, some participants noted that the increase of female employees contributed to creating a more woman-friendly work environment where frequent company dinners and business drinking may no longer be the business norm.

        Lastly, as discussed earlier, almost all participants had complained about their husbands’ lack of participation in parenting and domestic work. However, Dajung and Lami, in their 40s, felt positive about younger generation’s parenting. Having witnessed their male juniors’ different parenting style, these women believed that new generation fathers would be more involved as parents than those in their generation. Dajung said,

        
Since my husband is a traditional Korean man, he rarely does domestic work or childcare. However, while talking with some male juniors in my company, I feel the generation gap between my husband and them even though their ages are just around ten years apart. For example, the juniors start work one or two hours late after taking their kids to the hospital when their children are sick. When I am in the same situation, I am always the one who takes my kids to the hospital. I can’t imagine the opposite case. While watching them, I feel the generations are gradually changing.

      

    

    

  
    
      Discussion
      The findings from this study revealed how the highly educated and married Korean female employees had perceived and described their WLB experiences. Their experiences illuminate five points that are worth further discussion.

      First, WLB is a highly individualistic and contextualized experience. The women in this study had their own interpretation of WLB based on their needs within their contexts. For example, Dajung and Eunyoung, who had difficulty separating work and family, highlighted the importance of establishing clear boundaries in defining balance. Lami, who placed a high value on her personal happiness, focused on seeking individual’s psychological satisfaction in both domains. The subjectivity in defining WLB was consistent with Fleetwood’s (2007) observation that WLB has different meanings to different individuals. This finding was also aligned with Clark’s (2000) view that the balance between work and life is a process of negotiating in the borders with given realities.

      Second, the balanced state of work and life lies in maintaining dual identities as a mother and an employee. Despite the different understandings of WLB, all our study participants believed that they had managed to achieve work-life balance because they had not yet experienced career interruptions. In other words, these women considered work-life balance as the state of maintaining their jobs while fulfilling their family duties. When asked about their satisfaction with WLB, the majority of the participants expressed a high level of satisfaction because they were able to continue to work and their children were well taken care of by reliable caregivers (themselves, their mothers or mothers-in-law, or a live-in babysitter). For highly educated women, the meaning of a job is deeply rooted in their value for independent identity (Jang & Merriam, 2004). Since losing jobs meant losing identity as an independent individual, the women stressed their career continuity as an indispensable component of WLB. In order to create a balancing state, “being me and being the mother of my children,” the women use compromising as a strategy (e.g., expecting less from their husbands, reducing their desire for career advancement, limiting networking opportunities with colleagues, and opting to have only one child). This finding is consistent with Supple’s (2007) and Bailey’s (2011) research that revealed the high value for three identities—self, work, and motherhood—placed by full-time working mothers in the U.S. In this sense, we may safely conclude that that regardless of the context, Western or non-Western, working mothers have to manage the tension between being a mother and being an employee. This makes identity a key issue to consider when it comes to understanding WLB.

      Third, women’s career aspirations were shaped by the way they defined the meaning of career in their individual context. As mentioned earlier, all participants expressed a strong craving for continuing employment; however, half of them had little interest in career advancement. Connecting the previous discussion, those with low career ambitions, instead of feeling dissatisfied, felt lucky to have been able to maintain a career while taking care of their children. They stated that after becoming a mother, the concept of career success was changed into “catching two rabbits [work and family] at the same time.” This perception is aligned with Cho et al.’s (2015) finding about Korean women leaders who defined success as balance between work and family. The changing career attitude shared by our participants is also aligned with the idea behind the kaleidoscope career, that is, those who are in their mid-career focus on the balance first and would adjust their career ambitions to achieve the work-life balance (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005). However, it is worth noting that the women participants who received full support for childcare demonstrated a higher desire for career achievement and promotions. This finding has a significant policy implication for organizations in Korea.

      Fourth, WLB is deeply connected with how to effectively manage one’s current or potential conflicts at work and home based on finite resources. In this study, two resources, time and energy, were recognized as sources of conflicts. Being the primary caregivers and full-time employees at the same time demand significant amounts of time and energy from our study participants, thus causing conflicts. This role conflict due to a scarcity of resources can be understood from the COR theory; it is also consistent with McMillan, Morris, and Atchely’s (2011) argument that “the total amount of time and/or energy available to an individual is fixed and participation in multiple roles decreases the total amount of time and/or energy available to meet all demands” (p. 9). Along this line of thinking, it would not be difficult to understand why one of the participants’ WLB strategies was reducing the time and energy-based conflicts. In this study, the women attempted to create balance in their world by intentionally or unconsciously reducing the time and/or energy allocated to different roles, depending on their priorities and the degree of urgency.

      Among various WLB strategies, building support systems was the most frequently cited by the participants. However, our findings also revealed different levels of support provided by different family members—mothers or mothers-in-law as the biggest support and husbands as the least support. This reflects a unique cultural phenomenon prevailing in many Eastern countries, including Korea. Additionally, as our study shows, the level of resource possession or acquisition influenced women’s WLB experiences, especially in terms of childcare stress, domestic work, and career aspirations. If the women experienced more resource loss (e.g., burnout, feeling out of the loop, and childcare stress) than resource acquisition (e.g., organizational support, family support, WLB strategies, and positive attitude), they would likely experience work-life imbalance. This finding suggests that work-life imbalance occurs when there is a tension between resource loss and resource acquisition.

      Lastly, an individual’s WLB is not a fixed state but is constantly evolving. This is because WLB is contingent upon the values individuals place for different roles. In other words, the roles expected of an individual likely differ at different life stages; so are the emphasis placed by individuals on their life roles (Super, 1980). For example, almost all our participants gave their current role of mother the top priority because their children were still very young. However, for some participants who had passed the critical early parenting stage, their focus gradually shifted from their children to their own personal lives. This change of focus was made clear by our participants:

      
After my kids became elementary school students, the two values [focused on work and my child] to balance my work and life were changed. My current interest in work-life balance is the balance between the sum of work and my child and my personal life. (Chaeock)

      This finding shed light on the evolving nature of WLB according to one’s different life course stages.

      Figure 1 presents a new conceptual framework derived from this study. As it illustrates, the women’s WLB experiences were shaped by the interaction among three components—resource, identity, and culture. In summary, given the finite time and energy resources available, how to acquire and utilize different resources is key to create WLB. In addition, the status of WLB is significantly influenced by the level of resources possessed. From the identity perspective, there exists the tension between being a mother and being an employee. Finally, WLB experiences are highly individualized, subject to family circumstances, organizational culture, and national culture.
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          A new conceptual framework of korean women’s experiences with WLB
        
        

        

      

    

    

  
    
      Practical Implications
      This study is one of few empirical studies focusing on highly educated and married female employees’ experiences with WLB in a non-Western context. The findings provide valuable insights and guidelines for national policy makers, organizational leaders, and female employees.

      At the individual level, a clear understanding of the WLB context is the first step. Given the highly subjective nature of WLB, critical self-reflection can be a useful tool to gain deeper insights into one’s family (e.g., number of children and family support) and job/organization (e.g., the level of work demands, the provision of family-friendly policies), and resources available or needed). Based on the outcomes of the personal reflection, a working mother needs to communicate candidly with all the relevant parties (e.g., families, supervisors, and colleagues) about her specific needs for WLB. While critical reflection does not directly lead to work-life balance, it can raise the awareness of multiple parties and deepen their understanding of WLB related issues.

      At the organizational level, the roles of an organization in promoting the quality of employees’ lives is well recognized (Burke, 2011). In this study, a critical factor affecting Korean married female employees’ WLB outcome is the traditional organizational culture that promotes long working hours, collectivism, and a male-centered structure. Many participants hoped for an organizational culture change with a special emphasis on the reduction of long working hours so that employees can leave work on time for better WLB. We encourage organizations to seek a variety of family-friendly policies and practices such as flexible workplace arrangements. However, as the execution of the new practices may involve pain and costs for several parties such as employers and employees, it is important to identify common interests and create a shared vision among all the involved stakeholders.

      Lastly, an interesting finding in the study was that the majority of our participants received little or no spousal support, making their WLB challenging. The Korean government can play an important role in supporting married female employees’ WLB. Specifically, the central government can design women and family friendly national policies and programs that evoke fundamental change in the existing traditional culture. Without the buy-in from all the stakeholders, the government is unlikely to achieve satisfactory results. The first action that may be taken by the government is to articulate how each stakeholder may benefit from the new policies and programs. We encourage the government to consider various strategies regarding how to gain buy-in from multiple stakeholders. Examples of strategies may include making recommendations of FWA programs to organizations, and providing financial support to family-friendly organizations and recognize women-friendly practices adopted by organizations.

    

    

  
    
      Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
      In this study, we focused exclusively on married female employees because the WLB issue in Korea has been traditionally framed as the problem for female employees, especially working mothers. We encourage future studies to include other groups of populations to expand the perspective of WLB. For example, the sample of this study is primarily married women with children. We call for studies on more married women without children to provide a comparative perspective. Further, one of our findings is that the meaning of balance is influenced by an individual’s context. Considering the subjective meaning of balance, there is a need for future research focusing on exploring married career Korean men’s experiences with WLB. The comparison between both genders’ WLB experiences and meanings of balance is likely to generate fresh insights into WLB.

      Secondly, all the participants in this study happened to be in their 30s and 40s by default, not by design. This presents an opportunity to look at female employees in other age ranges. This is because an individual’s life/career stage would influence her WLB experiences. Additionally, considering the young ages of our participants’ children (averaged 5.3 years old), there is also a need to study female employees with older children (e.g., teens and adults). Further, our participants were a relatively privileged group in terms of their education level (higher education), employment status (full time), and social-economic status (the middle-class). Future research may focus on married female employees with other social, economic, educational, and family backgrounds (e.g., part-time or hourly employees, low wage workers, and single workers).

      Thirdly, an individual’s life is composed of multiple dimensions, such as work, family, personal, community, and spirituality (Whittingtone, Maellaro, & Galpin, 2011). This study focused only on two domains (work and family). Further research may consider other domains and their individual or collective impact on WLB. Doing so will help generate a multi-dimensional view of WLB.

      Finally, this study focused on one country context. As the individuals’ experiences with WLB are likely different in different national contexts, cross-country comparisons would be meaningful for future research.
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