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Abstract 

 

A large body of research has addressed women’s fertility with some among them focusing on East 

Asia. Relatively few studies concentrate on men’s fertility worldwide and almost none on South Korea. 

This study addresses the knowledge gap by exploring how men’s socio-economic status is associated 

with their transition to first child in South Korea. Data used for the analysis come from Korean Labor 

Income Panel Study. By applying logistic regression, I examine men’s entry into fatherhood by age 29 

and 34.  

  The study shows that men with post-secondary education are less likely to become a father by 

age 29 but more likely to become a father at higher ages than men with secondary education. Having 

only primary education generally lowers the odds of entry into fatherhood. Men’s employment 

engagement increases their odds of becoming a father by age 29 and by age 34 respectively, but there 

is more variation by workplace among younger men.  

The results suggest that higher socio-economic status, measured in educational level and 

employment status enhances fatherhood entry in South Korea.    

 

Keywords: Men, socio-economic status, first birth, South Korea 
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Introduction 

 

East Asia has seen remarkable social and economic progress over the past couple of decades. The 

developments in the areas of employment and education have been one of the most prominent aspects 

of this change in modern Asian countries. South Korea is among one of the countries that are 

commonly referred to as the ‘East Asian Miracle’. In just over 50 years, the country has transformed 

itself from high rates of poverty, to one of the fastest growing economies in the world. On the 

downside, South Korea confronted lowest-low fertility level. Its fertility rate has been below 1.5 since 

1998 and South Korea experienced its lowest total fertility rate (TFR) of 1.23 in 2010 (Kim, 2009).   

 

Low fertility rates in Korea are leading to an aging population and to a relatively smaller labor force to 

support the economy. Researchers argue that development in the economy, the cost of living and raising 

a child is much higher now than it used to be historically (Westley et al., 2010). Socio-economic 

development is commonly associated with fertility decline and Korea experienced a steep decline with 

regards to its fertility in tandem with its modernization process (Kye, 2008). Marriage and the 

postponement of childbirth has been evident among Korean women and men. Non-marital births are 

unusual in Korea; entry into marriage is commonly regarded as a pre-requisite to having a child (Kye, 

2008).  

 

The majority of previous studies have focused upon female fertility or fertility intentions in South 

Korea. They mainly focus on the roles of rising education levels and employment of the decline in 

women’s first and second birth (Choe & Retherford, 2009). There are fewer studies with regards to 

Korean men’s fertility (Park &Lee, 2014).  
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Research Question 

 

South Korea is an interesting country to study and in particular with regards to men’s fertility. It is one 

of the fastest growing economies in the world. However, South Korea’s fertility growth has been non-

existent. Socioeconomic factors have had a negative effect on its fertility (Lee, 2009). Moreover, in the 

field of demography, men’s fertility is one of the less researched areas. This study aims to contribute to 

the area of fertility in South Korea. 

 

In this study, I will look at the association of men’s socio-economic status and their transition to first 

birth. Hence the main question I pose is, “How is men’s socio-economic status associated with their 

experience of becoming a father?” To be specific, how is men’s education and employment associated 

with their likelihood of becoming a father? 

 

In a broader sense the question sheds light on how the ongoing issue of lowest-low fertility in South 

Korea can be answered through male’s perspective. 

 

Theoretical argument and research review 

 

Transition to fatherhood is an important event in men’s life. Studies show that fertility in general is 

influenced by the socio-economic characteristics, labor market participation, religion and policies 

amongst others. These types of factors are not new to be researched in the field of demography. The 

following theoretical section will outline the factors which are often found to influence fertility in 

general and then more specific to men. 

 

Socio-economic change and fertility decline 

 

According to Westley et al. (2010) fertility in South Korea fell during the period of 1970s mostly due 

to two reasons. The first is the decline in marital fertility. Previously, married couples in South Korea 

had two or more children. However, this changed with later generations where married couples had 

one child or remained childless. The second reason of fertility decline is the decline and postponement 

of marriage. Younger generations postpone marriage to later ages or do not marry at all. According to 

Park and Lee (2014) the economic and cultural context of marriage has changed over time. The 

fertility decline during earlier periods was considered to be the result of the combination of massive 

economic and social change as well as national family planning programmes (Choe and Kim, 2014). 
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Like most of the East Asian countries at that time, an increasing population was seen as a hindrance to 

economic growth. Korea’s National Economic Plan designed family planning programmes in order to 

reduce the family size and address such problems (Ma, 2013). According to Jones (2007) fertility 

decline in South Korea during 1960s and 1980s was mainly due to the decrease in childbearing within 

marriage. Whereas, after 1990 the fertility level has reached its lowest-low, this was mostly due to 

postponement of marriage in relation to educational attainment. Absolute number of marriages 

declined from 434,911 in 1996 to 309,759 in 2009. Similarly, the mean age of marriage for men 

increased from 27.8 in 1990 to 32.4 in 2015. (Statistics Korea, 2015) 

Financial crisis and market instability 

According to Westley et al. (2010) the financial crisis in South Korea in 1997 was an important event 

that influenced the fertility transition and socio-economic development in the Korean peninsula. The 

GDP decline was accompanied by the surge of unemployment rates during 1998 (Ma, 2013).  

 

According to Eun (2007) unstable labor market conditions with the economic downturn forced many 

young people to postpone marriage and those that did marry limited their family size in general. 

However, those that had secure employment such as teaching, civil service and other stable 

government jobs had higher fertility rates than those that worked in private sectors with unsecure 

employment (Eun, 2007). Moreover, the financial crisis in the 1990s affected the employment of men 

severely, particularly that of men who had lower education levels in Korea. During that period being 

more qualified than others was a compulsory requirement to obtain well-paid employment and 

financial security (Eun, 2007). According to Kim et al. (2014) whenever there is an increase in 

aggregate unemployment rates this strongly affects the intensity of first birth.  

 

Importance of education and employment for Korean men 

 

Education is one of the important ingredients for the South Korean economy and is valued as a 

significant aspect of individual’s life (Sorensen, 1994). Several studies on transition to labor market 

and fertility show that education is the key factor determining the career opportunities necessary for 

family formation. However, to understand the influence of education and employment on Korean 

men’s fertility, it is important to grasp the significance of education for employment itself.  

 

Traditionally, only elites in the South Korean Society ( also known nationally as Yangban) had access 

to education but this changed as Korea began to develop in the 1960s (Lee & Brinton, 1996). Jobs and 
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opportunities emerged in private sectors that required people to obtain higher education. In particular, 

the significance of education drastically improved as it played an important role in achievement of 

occupational status and higher income during the process of social and economic development in 

South Korea (Lee & Brinton, 1996). Chung (1994) points out that as a part of Confucianism culture 

education is one of the most important aspects. The emphasis on education to determine the 

employment success has largely motivated South Koreans to pursue higher education which is crucial 

for both personal and national development. 

 

The possibility of being employed in the public and private job sectors is found to be directly linked 

with the education background of Korean men. In particular, a few studies reported that university 

educated men had a higher probability of getting hired for permanent job positions than less educated 

(Lee & Brinton, 1996). In South Korea, over the years the participation in university level education 

has increased, and it exceeds the rates of educational participation in other East Asian countries (Lee & 

Brinton, 1996). 

 

Gender roles: Men as a breadwinner of the family 

 

Household and economic works are two parts of family life in South Korean society. Traditionally, 

women and men born in earlier cohorts performed these two roles separately. In South Korea, women 

were expected to quit their job and concentrate on raising a child while men were considered as to be 

the breadwinners of the family in previous times (Chun et al., 2008). Increase in labor market activity 

for women in recent years has contributed to providing support for the family finances. However, there 

has been an increase in pressure for men to provide more financially for the household after entry into 

fatherhood (Forste, 2002).  

 

Like other Asian countries South Korea is gender differentiated and the patriarchal system of gender 

relations based on Confucian teachings gives a household’s responsibility role to women (Sung, 2003). 

According to Confucianism women were considered subordinates to men and were required to follow 

their decisions in domestic matters. However, Sung (2003) suggested that there are differences 

between the western and the Korean idea of the breadwinner in the family. Western ideas revolve 

around the husband and wife in every family whereas the Korean ideology is derived from the 

Confucian ideology that revolves around husband, wife and in-laws. The subordination and obedience 

of women in a household were divided as daughters to their fathers, wives to their husbands and 

mothers to their sons in later years (Park & Cho, 1995). In a Korean family structure, traditionally 

women migrate to their husband’s family after marriage. This created a sense of responsibility towards 
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their in-laws and gave them less or no authority regarding their role in the household. Male dominance 

in the household was strong in the Korean family structure. The eldest male member of the family took 

the responsibility as head of the family, which was then passed on, to the eldest son after demise. It 

then becomes the responsibility of the male to take care of the family financially (Sung, 2003).  

 

Influence of education, employment and partner on fertility intensity and marriage  

 

According to Kotila et al. (2015) men’s transition in the life-course was directed by education, 

employment, marriage and childbirth. Entry into fatherhood begins with adulthood experiences such as 

career development and the transition to an economically independent living. It is difficult for most 

men to ignore their own career development and economic independency required to financially 

support childbirth. Thus, men frequently engage themselves in education which is considered to be a 

pre-requisite to stable employment and career opportunities (Kotila et al., 2015). 

 

The effect of education on fertility is complex due to its probable influence on the timing or the 

quantity of fertility. The effect of education on intensity of birth might also depend upon the economic 

status and individual stage of the lifecycle (Berrington & Pattaro, 2013). Ideational theory predicts a 

negative association between education and childbirth. It argues that the increase in education level 

which often increases the desire for fulfillment of personal goals might be contradicting the parenting 

role (Berrington & Pattaro, 2013). According to Berrington (2004) the intensity of having one child per 

family is more prevalent in individuals with higher education.  

 

The mean age of marriage for men has increased more than four years over the past decades (Korean 

Statistics, 2011). According to Park and Lee (2014) the trend for men and women postponing their 

marriages to later ages has increased over the last two decades. The cultural and economic aspects of 

marriage as a norm to combine with partner’s financial resources have diminished over the years while 

delaying of marriage or being single is on the rise. The relationship between socio-economic 

characteristics and marriage seem to have changed as well. Empirical studies suggest that men’s 

economic status has a strong influence on marriage itself (Park and Lee 2014).  

 

According to the marriage timing theory approach by Oppenheimer (1988) from both normative and 

behavioral perspective, the important role in the household is still played by men. Problem in creating 

a strong transition to a permanent work career for an individual affects the timely formation of marital 

unions hence the delay in first birth (Oppenheimer, 2003). In other words, individuals postpone their 

marriages if they don’t find a stable job. This pushes the first birth to later ages. Lack of proper income 
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produces a tough situation in family formation and such kind of career immaturity as termed by 

Oppenheimer (2003) might influence marriage. This is because it creates uncertainties about the future 

economic capability of the individual and tends to affect current marriage behavior. Originally, 

working at a public sector was considered to be a stable environment for wage earners. It provided the 

career maturity that most individuals look for before becoming a parent.  

 

According to Kim et al. (2014) the effect of socio-economic status on fertility is not something new. 

Based on the concepts of demand theory, which had its beginnings in the 1950s, Kim argues that socio-

economic factors such as wage, education and economic stability amongst others are considered most 

important to determine fertility. The quality over quantity concept implies that raising one child with 

parents’ combined economic resources provide a much better quality of life for that child than raising 

two or more children with the same amount of economic resources (Becker, 1974). With more women 

being forced to make decisions on handling both employment and childcare has also posed an issue for 

men with regards to the decision of whether or not to have children or how many children they will 

have (Caldwell, 2001). 

 

According to Westley et al. (2010) young adult men continue to postpone their marriages to later ages 

and even after marriage they often tend to have only one child. Those who restrain themselves from 

marriage tend not to have any children at all. The percentage of Korean men at age 45-49 that never 

married increased from 0.8 percent in 1990 to 7.5 percent in 2000 (Park & Lee, 2014). Individual’s 

economic growth and higher motivation for career opportunities play important roles in the decision 

for the number of children they will have. Infant mortality rates were very high in Korea historically 

and as a result couples often had more children in order to increase the chances of survival of at least 

one child into adulthood. However, infant mortality rates have drastically decreased with social, 

economic and healthcare developments. These processes largely influenced the decision to have one 

child per family in the contemporary era. A single child is more cost effective. It is also that 

postponement of childbirth for men is affected by their preference to invest in education for better 

career opportunities. With prolonged education in order to achieve higher degrees, Korean men enter 

the job market at later ages than those with lower levels of education. Thus, it takes a longer time to be 

financially stable and start a family.  

 

Anderson and Kohler (2013) indicate that Korean men born in later years have higher levels of 

education and thus are more likely to marry at later ages when compared to men born in previous 

times. Lack of prolonged education has diminished the probability of finding a job to achieve 

economic stability. The focus on education has become an important factor in contemporary Korean 
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culture to achieve better social and economic status. It is also deeply embedded in Confucian values 

that promote education as a path to prosperity. 

 

Similarly, Park and Lee (2014) found in their research that men with higher education marry at later 

ages than men with lower education. Since education is correlated with employment and a financially 

independent lifestyle, the probability of that lifestyle is considered an important variable for 

reproduction. However, the relationship between men’s education and marriage might have different 

effects to childbearing with respect to age and socio-economic status. The tendency of Korean women 

preferring men with higher education as potential marriage partners has already started to affect the 

probability and prospective for lower educated men in finding a marriage partner. 

 

Park and Lee (2014) findings indicate that increasing levels of education among Korean women means 

there is a decrease in the number of potential spouses for men from lower education groups. This may 

affect men’s intensity of first birth. For women the definition of marriage might be performing 

domestic labor while compromising on economic independence. However, that woman with higher 

education can exercise more free will than those with lower levels of education (Mason, 1985) in Kye 

(2008). For educated women a counterpart with equal educational level might be more of a suitable 

choice for marriage than someone with lower education.  

 

Family policy and socio-economic tradeoff 

 

According to park et al. (2010) fertility depends upon the allocation of resources such as time and 

energy that are utilized for childcare. These allocations are connected with the tradeoff that is involved 

in having a child among different socio-economic groups and the tradeoff includes the postponement 

of having a child (Park et al. 2010). For example, historically, in Northern European countries, the 

middle class and upper class socio-economic groups were the first to involve in skilled occupations 

and to do that they prioritized their education and postponed childbearing and that pattern later was 

followed by lower class as well (Dribe et al., 2014). However, family policies like parental leave and 

healthcare are used to counterbalance this phenomenon (Dribe et al., 2014).  

 

In comparison to the western world, Korea has very low state funding for child care. Men taking 

parental leave in Korea are still not considered a social norm and they seem to be more concerned 

about implications on the employment market and their expectations in the society as a male. A culture 

of long working hours prevents men from taking care of their children and childcare is mostly 

perceived by men as their partner’s responsibility (Won & Pascall, 2004). For younger cohorts of men 
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the costs of having children is higher when compared to men from older cohorts. This is because the 

opportunity cost of raising a child has increased over the decades. It has resulted in a decreasing 

demand for more children in a marriage (Puur et al., 2008). Along with governmental childcare, 

policies such as flexible work hours for mothers and a cash bonus to every parent with a new born 

baby family also play a primary role in providing social welfares (Chin et al. 2011). Confucian culture 

makes mother-in-laws more responsible in terms of taking care of their grandchildren while their 

children work (Won & Pascall, 2004). In case of Korea the support of mother-in-laws and female 

elderly in the family provide some kind of motivation to become a parent (Park et al., 2010). Such 

motivations are generally focused towards individuals that fall under low-income groups or are in need 

of financial assistance. Participation of men in childcare is relatively low in comparison to that of 

females due to Confucian idea of women carrying the responsibility of domestic labor (Park et al., 

2010). Given the traditional family system in Korea is structured around marriage and childbearing, 

gender roles are strictly played out within marital union (Choe, 2006). 

 

Religiousness in Korean society 

 

Religion has deep roots in Korean society and traditionally Korean society was based on the 

Confucianism beliefs and those beliefs were later diversified with Buddhism, Christianity and 

Protestantism as the society progressed to the modern era. According to Park and Cho (1995) 

Confucianism is the fundamental unit of the society that incorporates education, childbirth, and 

individuals’ roles in a family, and influences moral and ethical principles. Thus, religion is consistent 

with the pattern of child bearing and marriage in East Asian population (Park & Cho, 1995).  

 

Hypothesis 

 

Based on previous research and literature on the socio-economic status and male fertility behavior the 

above-mentioned considerations would lead us to believe that the socio-economic status has an effect 

on childbirth for males in South Korea. Such arguments lead to the hypothesis that men with higher 

socio-economic status have higher odds of first birth than men with lower socio-economic status (H1). 

In particular, men with university education level have higher odds of entry into fatherhood at later 

ages (H1a), as highly educated men are more likely to think about their individual goal before entering 

fatherhood because they stay longer in education and enter later into the labor market. Additionally, 

employed-wage earner men working in the public sector are more likely to experience entry into 

fatherhood than non-employed men (H1b).  
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Data and Method 

 

Data  

 

The data used for the research are Korean Labor and Income Panel Study (KLIPS 2012).  It is a 

longitudinal dataset consisting of information on labor market or income activities of individuals and 

households in urban areas. The survey contains three types of questionnaires: household questionnaire 

individual questionnaire and individual work history questionnaire. My study looks into the individual, 

household and work history data that are collected from the surveyed households.  

 

The 15th round of KLIPS data sample used for this analysis was collected in 2012. The 15th wave 

contains 5, 469 successfully surveyed households of which 1, 952 are branched out households from 

the original sample. In those households 422 individuals are newly added including those that turned 

15 for the first time, got married or are included in the sample due to household consolidation.  

 

The original 1998 sample comprised 5000 households. It was based on a survey of households that 

was conducted in 7 metropolitan cities and urban areas in 8 provinces, excluding the Jeju Island. The 

survey was designed to interview 5000 households. It included the members of the household from age 

15 and above. Individuals from an old household that moved on to create a new household and are 

difficult to follow thereafter are excluded from the sample. Korean midterm Census of 1995 was used 

as a base for the first round of data sample.  

 

The benefit of applying (KLIPS) data for research is that, it not only contains information on 

individual’s background like age, date of birth, level of education, but longitudinal information at 

micro level, such as change in marital status, employment status and date of birth of first child (Ma 

2013). These life course events are important in studying the association between education, 

employment status, and first birth.  

 

The downside of using KLIPS data is that the surveyed individuals reside in urban areas, which fails to 

represent the entire South Korea. Around 82 percent of the entire population resides in urban areas 

since 2013 (World Bank, 2014). Rural areas in South Korea might have a different outcome in 

comparison to the urban areas.   
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Variables 

 

There are three separate data sets for the 15
th

 round. It is categorized into individual data set, 

household data set and work history data set. To obtain dependent, independent variables and control 

variables for the analysis these three data sets are appended into one single data set. 

 

Dependent Variable 

 

The KLIPS’ household dataset provides information on first birth for men at all ages. This study will 

focus on men that became a father of their first child by age 29, and by age 34 respectively. The first 

dependent variable refers to whether a man becomes a father by age 29 (i.e. from age 19 to age 29) or 

not. Men with first child by age 29 are coded as 1 and childless men by age 29 are coded as 0. The 

second dependent variable refers to whether a man that is childless at age 29 becomes a father by age 

34 (i.e. from age 30 to age 34) or not. Those who have become a father by age 34 are coded as 1 and 

those who remain childless by age 34 are coded as 0.  

 

Independent Variables 

 

A series of independent variables are carefully selected from the individual and individual’s work-

history data set to observe the effect of socio-economic factors on the dependent variable.  From the 

previous research it is clear that socio-economic status has an influence on childbirth in Korea. The 

independent variables will help explain how much it is applicable to first birth for men.  This study 

looks at four economic indicators: education and three employment variables. Additionally, it is also 

controlled for birth cohorts and religiousness.  

 

The first socio-economic status variable is the education level of Korean men created from the level of 

education variable present in the individual dataset. The assumption with this variable is that Korean 

men that become father have completed their education before first birth. Very few births occur during 

the process of acquiring an education. Information on education is only available at the time of 

interview. Educational level is grouped into four different categories 1‘Primary’ 2‘Secondary’ 

3‘Highschool’ and 4‘University’ at the time of the interview. Men with no education and elementary 

level education are grouped as primary. Men with lower secondary and upper secondary level 

education are grouped as secondary. Men with 2 years of college, vocational, technical or associate 

degree are grouped as high school. And, men with university (bachelors, masters and doctoral) level 

education are grouped as university. Individuals with no information whatsoever on if they are 
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uneducated or if they have any level of education are dropped from the observation. 

 

The second socio-economic status variable is the employment variable created from the individual’s 

work-history data set. Employment status variable is created to observe if an individual (childless) was 

0’employed’ or 1’non-employed’ before first birth. The “non-employed” include unemployed men as 

well as men without employment (e.g., men still in education). For the first birth by age 29, 

employment status at age 25 is created. It is compulsory for men in South Korea to serve in the military 

for two years. Most Korean men serve in the military soon after graduating from high school at the age 

of 18 or during their sophomore years in the university. Hence, by the time they graduate from the 

university and are employed they are at least 25 years old. Employment status at age 25 will serve as 

an indicator of whether a man has entered the labor force and thus started to resume his role as bread-

winner. It thus provides some insight into men’s work and economic status prior to their decision of 

becoming a father. The assumption is that it takes at least four years to obtain financial stability from 

the time of employment necessary for entering into fatherhood. Similarly, for the first birth by age 34 

employment status at age 29 is created. This will again provide insight into the employment status of 

men that were childless by age 29 and had become father by age 34. Individuals with missing 

information about their employment status are treated as non-employed.   

 

The third socio-economic variable is a categorical work type variable created from individual’s work-

history dataset. It refers to the type of work an individual was associated with if he was employed prior 

to first birth. Similar to the construction of employment status variable, the work type variable is 

screated separately at age 25 for men with first birth by age 29 and at age 29 for men with first birth by 

age 34. It is categorized as 1’Employed non-wage earner’ 2’Employed wage earner’ and 3’Non-

employed’. Wage earner men are employed by others or a company, receiving wages or salaries 

whether it is full-time or part-time. Non-wage earner men are self-employed individuals. They own 

and manage businesses with or without hired workers such as enterprise owners, freelancer, store-

manager, foreman, agricultural, forestry, and fishery workers. Working unpaid for family businesses is 

also included as Non-wage earner. Individuals with missing information for the work type variable are 

assigned as non-employed if their employment status is non-employed. If employed then they are 

assigned as employed non-wage earner since these men are not eager to report about their wage.  

 

The fourth socio-economic variable is a work place variable to observe the sectors they work for 

created from individual’s work-history dataset. Again, work place variable is created separately at age 

25 for men with first birth by age 29 and at age 29 for men with first birth by age 34. It is categorized 

as 1‘Private Sector’ 2’Public Sector’ 3’Others’ 4’Non-wage earners’ and 5’Non-employed’. Private 
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Sector is men that work in a private company, foreign company or in a foundation or corporation. 

Public Sector is men working in a government-related company financed by the government or public 

corporation or government workers such as civil servants and military personnel. Others is men that 

work in a religious or a civic group. Individuals with missing work place information are assigned as 

non-employed if their work type states that they are non-employed, non-wage earner if they are 

employed non-wage earner, and others if they are employed wage-earner.  

 

The fifth variables is birth cohort of men created from individual dataset which is a categorical 

variable divided into three different categories 1‘1953-1962’, 2‘1963-1972’, and 3‘1973-1982’. Men in 

cohort 1973-1982 that did not reach age 34 are excluded from the second part of the analysis. The sixth 

variable Religiousness created again from the individual’s dataset is divided into nine different groups 

in the questionnaire. They are none, Buddhist, Protestant, Catholic, Confucian, Won Buddhist, Chondo 

Faith, Daejong Faith, Daseoon Faith and other. Most of the groups contain very few individuals thus 

making it difficult to obtain trustworthy results for the analysis. Hence, they are regrouped into two 

different categories 0’Not religious’ or 1’Religious’. Individuals with missing information are assigned 

as Not religious. All three control variables are measured at the time of interview.  

 

Method of Analysis 

 

The thesis will use descriptive statistics to show the distribution of the variables and logit regression to 

test H1a and H1b. Logit regression is applied to estimate the association of a set of explanatory 

variables representing a man’s socio-economic status such as: Educational level, Employment status, 

Work type and Work place on first birth. In general, logit odds ratio is used to interpret the logistic 

regression. In this study it used to study the probability of entry into fatherhood. The formula for the 

regression model can be shown as: 

 

logit(𝑃𝑚𝑒𝑛′𝑠𝑓𝑖𝑟𝑠𝑡 𝑏𝑖𝑟𝑡ℎ) = log (
𝑃𝑚𝑒𝑛′𝑠𝑓𝑖𝑟𝑠𝑡 𝑏𝑖𝑟𝑡ℎ

1 − 𝑃𝑚𝑒𝑛′𝑠𝑓𝑖𝑟𝑠𝑡 𝑏𝑖𝑟𝑡ℎ
) =  𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑋1 + ⋯ + 𝛽𝑧𝑋𝑧 

 

Where 𝑃𝑚𝑒𝑛′𝑠𝑓𝑖𝑟𝑠𝑡 𝑏𝑖𝑟𝑡ℎ is the probability of men’s first birth, 𝛽0 is the intercept, 𝛽1,𝛽2, 𝛽3 … 𝛽𝑧 are 

the coefficients of independent variables included in the regression and X1, X2, X3…Xz are the 

independent variables. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics to show the information on education level, employment 

status, work type, workplace, birth cohort and religiousness in regards to men that became a father to 

their first child or not by age 29 and by age 34. 

 

Table 1. Distribution of Men’s entry into fatherhood by age 29 and by age 34, South Korea 

 Men’s first birth by         
Age 29 

     Men’s first birth by     
Age 34 

 

 Total Men with child % Total Men with child % 

Education Level       

Primary 818 156 19% 657 72 11% 

Secondary 1643 575 35% 975 363 37% 

Highschool 552 171 31% 290 176 61% 

University 1305 311 24% 813 502 62% 

Employment Status       

Employed 3309 938 28% 2126 929 44% 

Non-employed 1009 275 27% 609 184 30% 

Work type       

Employed-non-wage earner 2279 497 22% 805 343 43% 

Employed-wage earner 1030 441 42% 1321 586 44% 

Non-employed 1009 275 27% 609 184 30% 

Work place       

Private Sector 462 204 44% 667 381 57% 

Public Sector 120 44 36% 168 83 49% 

Others 448 193 43% 486 122 25% 

Non-wage earner 2279 497 22% 805 343 43% 

Non-employed 1009 275 27% 609 184 30% 

Birth Cohort       

1953-1962 1156 402 35% 754 270 36% 

1963-1972 1204 439 37% 765 413 54% 

1973-1982 1120 300 27% 450 372 83% 

Religiousness       

Not religious 2643 766 29% 1626 693 43% 

Religious 1675 447 27% 1109 420 38% 

Total 4318 1213  2735 1113  
 

In table 1 the total number of childless men selected for the first analysis is 4,318 of whom 1,213 

entered into fatherhood by age 29. Similarly, the total number of childless men at age 29 selected for 

the second analysis is 2,735 of whom 1,113 that reached age 34 experienced the event (entered into 
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fatherhood) by age 34. Men that have not yet reached age 34 are excluded from the analysis (by age 

34). Columns by age 29 and by age 34 show the number and percentage of men that experienced the 

event among the total number of childless men in each category. Rows show the independent variables 

used to analyze the percentage among the number of men that experienced the event in that particular 

category.  

 

The first variable shows the occurrence of event for Korean men with different education level by age 

29 and by age 34. It is apparent that 35% and 31% of men with secondary and high school education 

became a father and 19% and 24% of men with primary and university level education became a father 

by age 29. Similarly, 61% and 62% of men with high school and university level education entered 

into fatherhood and 11% and 37% of men with primary and secondary level education became a father 

before age 34. 

 

The second variable shows the distribution of men by employment status at age 25 (for first birth by 

age 29) resp. at age 29 (for first birth by age 34). 28% of employed men and 27% of non-employed 

men at age 25 entered into fatherhood by age 29. Similarly, 44% of employed men and 30 % of non-

employed who remained childless until age 29 entered into fatherhood by age 34. 

 

The third variable shows the distribution of men by work type. Employed men are categorized into: 

Non-wage earner (business owners and self-employed amongst others) and Wage earner (office goers). 

By age 29, 42% of employed wage earner men had entered into fatherhood and 22% of employed non-

wage earner men had entered into fatherhood. Of those childless at age 29, 44% of employed wage 

earner men and 43% of employed non-wage earner men experienced their first birth by age 34.  

 

In the fourth variable men that are employed wage earners are further distributed in terms of work 

place. These men are working in a private sector (foreign company and foundation or a corporation), 

public sector (government financed or public corporation) and other (Civic or religious group). 44% 

and 36% of men from private and public sector and 43% of men from other sector entered into 

fatherhood by age 29. 57% and 49% of men from private and public sector and 25% of men from other 

sector became a father by age 34.  

 

The fifth variable shows the birth cohort of men that entered into fatherhood. Investigating the variable 

it is apparent that 35% of men from birth cohort 1953-1962 entered into fatherhood. Similarly, 37% 

and 27% of men from birth cohort 1963-1972 and 1973-1982 became a father by age 29. Among those 

who remained childless at age 29, 36% 54% 83% became father by age 34. 
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The sixth variable shows the religiousness of men that entered into fatherhood by age 29 and 34. 29% 

of men who were non-religious at the time of the interview entered into fatherhood by age 29 and 27% 

of men who were religious at the time of the interview entered into fatherhood by age 29. Similarly, 

43% of men who were non-religious at the time of the interview entered into fatherhood by age 34 and 

38% of men who were religious at the time of the interview entered into fatherhood by age 34. 

 

It is evident that percentage of men with high school level education and university level education 

experienced the event less by age 29. Similarly, the percentage of men with primary and secondary 

education level experienced the event less by age 34. In particular, the percentage of men in ‘Primary’ 

category by both age 29 and by age 34 were low. It is also apparent that men with high school and 

university level education experienced the event in a higher percentage by age 34. It is also evident 

that overall percentage of men that experienced first birth is higher by age 34.  

 

To verify the pattern highlighted by the descriptive part of the analysis logit regression models are 

presented in the next section. 

 

 

Logit Regression: Odds Ratio 

 

Table 2 represents the odds ratios of men’s first birth by age 29 and age 34, respectively from the logit 

regression models. Model 1 and model 2 include educational level and employment status to estimate 

the effect of socio-economic status on first birth by age 29 and by age 34, along with birth cohort, and 

religiousness. There are four reference groups for the four variables. 
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Table 2. Men’s first birth odds estimated using model 1 and model 2, South Korea 

 

 Age 29 Age 34 

Model 1 Model 2 

Independent Variables  

 

 

 

0.63*** 

0.72*** 

0.51*** 

 

 

 

 

0.26*** 

1.21 

1.80*** 

 

Educational level 

Reference group: Secondary 

Primary 

High school 

University 

Employment Status 

Referencegroup: Non-employed 

Employed 

 

 

 

1.08 

 

 

1.60*** 

Birth Cohort 

Reference group: 1963-1972 

1953-1962 

1973-1982 

 

 

 

0.91 

0.68*** 

 

 

0.70*** 

2.35*** 

Control Variables 

Religiousness 

Reference group: Not religious 

Religious 

 

 

1.01 

 

 

1.10 

Total number of men 

Number of first birth 

Log likelihood 

LR chi2(7)  

Prob > chi2 

4318 

1213 

-2156.5293 

90.27 

0.0000 

2735 

1113 

-1159.5787 

400.35 

0.0000 

Statistical significance: *p ≤ 0.1, **p ≤ 0.05, *** p ≤ 0.01 

Note: Two separate models are created to observe men’s entry into fatherhood by age 29 

and by age 34. Employment status and educational level is measured at age 25 for model 

1 and at age 29 for model 2. Birth cohort and religiousness are created from the existing 

variable and marital status is presented as it is from the dataset.  

Source: estimation based on KLIPS (Wave 15) 

 

Model 1 shows that the odds of experiencing fatherhood by age 29 for men with primary, high school 

and university level education are lower than that of men with secondary level education (reference 

group). The differences are all statistically significant. For model 2, the odds of experiencing 

fatherhood between age 29 and 34 for men with primary education are lower than that of the men with 

secondary level education. The odds of becoming a father for men with high school and university 

level education are 1.21 and 1.80 times that of men with secondary level education by age 34. 

However, the difference is statistically insignificant for the high school level education.  
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The result implies that men’s education have different associations with first birth depending upon the 

age. Highly educated men finish their education by age 34. This may explain why the odds of 

becoming a father by age 29 are lower for highly educated men (high school and university educated 

ones) than for secondary educated ones. As suggested by the ideational theories, apart from being in 

education for a longer time than lower educated men, they may tend to pursue their personal career 

goals first before considering becoming a father, which also thus pushes their entry into fatherhood to 

by age 34. This confirms that the result is consistent with H1a that men with university education level 

have higher odds of entry into fatherhood at later ages. Low educated men, the secondary level 

graduates in particular are more likely to experience family formation by age 29. Compared to men 

with secondary education, men with primary school have lower odds of becoming a father both by age 

29 and by age 34. This may be related to the fact that low educated men have fewer possibilities to 

achieve a good economic status than better educated men and that they are also less likely to marry. 

However education is not the only socio-economic factor that has a relationship with men’s first birth. 

 

Second variable estimates the effect on first birth in regards to employment status. The reference 

category for this variable is non-employed. In model 1 the odds of experiencing the fatherhood by age 

29 for employed men are 8% higher than that of non-employed men. However, the difference is 

insignificant. In model 2 the odds for the employed ones are 60% higher than that of non-employed 

men by age 34. Looking at the models there is a positive association between being employed and 

men’s first birth. 

 

The result implies that especially by age 34 employed men are more likely to enter into fatherhood 

than the non-employed men. The economic status is an important determinant for childbirth, and 

taking postponement of childbirth by age 34 into account the results confirm that fertility is strongly 

driven by the employment status of an individual.  

 

The third variable birth cohort estimates the effect on first birth of men’s birth year. In model 1 the 

odds of becoming a father by age 29 are lower for men of the 1953-1962 cohorts and 1973-1982 

cohort than for the men in the reference group (men born between 1963 and 1972). However, the 

difference is statistically insignificant for the birth cohort 1953-1962. In model 2, the odds of 

experiencing the event by age 34 are lower for men in birth cohort 1953-1962 and higher for men in 

birth cohort 1973-1982 birth cohort than for men in the reference group (cohort 1963-1972). 
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The result implies that the entry into fatherhood is low among men born in 1953-1962 cohorts except 

the period from the mid-1980s to the late 1990s was the golden economic growth period, under which 

context men’s likelihood of becoming a father could be higher. The higher birth intensity of the 1963-

1972 cohorts could be related to this economic prosperity. These decades saw the end of family 

planning programs (in 1989), educational expansion from the 1980s and economic prosperity in 1980s 

that extended until late 1990s. Korea experienced a golden growth era during that time which may 

have increased the birth rate. The later cohort (1973-1982) might have suffered from the aftermath of 

1997-1998 crises pushing the first birth by age 34. Parental leave was introduced in 2001, but no man 

would take it.  

 

Control variable used for the models also show an effect on the outcome variable in the models. In 

model 1, control variable used for the models is religiousness. Being ‘Not religious’ is used as a 

reference category. The result shows that religion does not make a significant difference to fatherhood 

entry either by age 29 or by age 34.  

 

Type and place of employment and their effect on men’s first birth 

 

In table 3, employment status is replaced by work type (model 3 and model 5) and work place (model 

4 and model 6). The result for the educational level, birth cohort, and religiousness are similar to those 

of model 1 and model 2 and is therefore not discussed further.  
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Table 3. Men’s first birth odds estimated using job characteristics, 

South Korea 

       Age 29       Age 34  

Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Independent Variables  

 

 

 

0.62*** 

0.74*** 

0.59*** 

 

 

 

 

0.61*** 

0.76*** 

0.60*** 

 

 

 

 

 

0.26*** 

1.22 

1.82*** 

 

 

 

 

0.27*** 

1.21 

1.78*** 

 

Education level 

Reference group: Secondary 

Primary 

High school 

University 

Work Type 

Reference group: Non-employed 

Employed Wage Earner 

Employed Non-Wage Earner 

 

 

 

2.00*** 

0.75*** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.52*** 

1.74*** 

 

 

 

 

Work Place 

Reference group: Non-employed 

Private Sector 

Public Sector 

Others 

Non-wage earner 

 

 

 

 

 

1.82*** 

1.92** 

2.30*** 

0.75*** 

 

 

 

 

 

1.40** 

2.19*** 

1.55** 

1.74*** 

Birth Cohort 

Reference group: 1963-1972 

1953-1962 

1973-1982 

 

 

 

0.86 

0.67*** 

 

 

0.85* 

0.68*** 

 

 

 

0.71*** 

2.40*** 

 

 

0.70*** 

2.47*** 

Control Variables 

Religiousness 

Reference group: Not religious 

Religious 

 

 

1.03 

 

 

1.02 

 

 

1.10 

 

 

1.11 

 

Total number of men 

Number of first birth 

Log likelihood 

LR chi2(7)  

Prob > chi2 

 

4318 

1213 

-2096.552 

210.23 

0.0000 

 

4318 

1213 

-2095.348 

212.63 

0.0000 

 

 

 

 

2735 

1113 

-1158.924 

401.66 

0.0000 

 

2735 

1113 

-1157.128 

405.25 

0.0000 

 

Statistical significance: *p ≤ 0.1, **p ≤ 0.05, *** p ≤ 0.01 

Source: estimation based on KLIPS (Wave 15) 
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Model 3 shows that employed wage earner have 100% higher odds and employed non-wage earner 

men have 25% lesser odds of becoming a father by age 29 than the non-employed ones. From model 5 

it is evident that the odds of experiencing the event by age 34 is 52% higher for wage earner and 74% 

higher for non- wage earner than the non-employed men.  

 

Investigating the work type category of model 3 it is evident that wage earners have higher odds of 

becoming a father than non-employed men by age 29. However, model 3 also shows that non-wage 

earners have lower odds of becoming a father than non-employed men. In the dataset non-wage earner 

comprise men who are self-employed or men who own their businesses. By age 29 they might still be 

in the process of becoming financially stable and invested in building their own businesses which 

could postpone their decision to become a father. This could affect their likelihood of becoming father 

by age 29 in comparison to the non-employed men.  

    

In model 4, the odds of becoming a father are higher for wage earners working in the private, public 

and other sector than for the non-employed ones by age 29. Similarly, model 6 shows that the odds of 

becoming a father are higher for private, public, other and non-wage earners in comparison to non-

employed men by age 34. These results confirm the second hypothesis (H1b) that employed-wage 

earner men working in the public sector are more likely to experience entry into fatherhood than non-

employed men. However, for fatherhood by age 29, the difference in odds between men working in the 

public sector and men working in the private sector is small and the odds are higher for those working 

in the “other” sector. For fatherhood by age 34, there is a bigger difference in the odds of becoming a 

father for public sector men than private sector, other and non-wage earning men. For fatherhood by 

age 29 public sector does not seem to provide an advantage over the employment sectors for 

fatherhood entry usually assumed. But, for fatherhood by age 34, public sector does seem to provide 

an advantage over the employment sectors. Being a wage earner (by age 29) or having a public sector 

job (by age 34) seems to be more important for becoming a father at all than in which area a man 

works.  

 

As mentioned previously, South Korean women are more career oriented now than they were a few 

decades ago and their partner choice is influenced by partner’s education and employment. It is much 

harder for a non-employed South Korean man to find a partner for marriage and become a father than 

for an employed one. Moreover, employment provides an economic security for individuals to start a 

family and raise a child. Traditionally, public sectors provided job security and men that were 
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employed in public sectors were considered a more suitable marrying partner for women than men 

employed in sectors other than public. The results above show that this only partially holds. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This thesis has tried to answer the research question: How is men’s socio-economic status associated 

with their likelihood of becoming a father? The results show that, apart from primary education 

Korean men’s education is negatively associated with their likelihood of becoming a father before age 

29, whereas, it is positively associated with fatherhood entry between age 29 and 34. Having only 

primary education is generally negatively associated with becoming a father. Employment has a 

positive association with men’s likelihood of becoming a father at both age groups. 

  

In terms of education, this study attempted to look at whether entry into fatherhood by age for Korean 

men varies by educational level. The theories predicted that the relationship between men’s education 

and entry into fatherhood might be different with respect to age. As expected, this study finds that men 

with at least post-secondary education level entered into fatherhood at by age 34 compared to men 

with secondary level education, reflected by the lower odds of fatherhood by age 29 and higher odds of 

fatherhood by age 34. Prolonged education and later marriage entry among the more highly educated 

as well as different paths to establish themselves in the labor market between educational groups may 

account for these findings. The low odds of primary educated men to become a father might be due to 

the fact that low educated individuals had comparatively fewer possibilities to establish themselves 

securely in the labor market, and with women’s increasing education they might also have greater 

difficulties to finding a partner and getting married.  

 

In terms of employment, this study attempted to look at whether entry into fatherhood by age for 

Korean men varies by employment status. The theories in general predicted that the relationship 

between men’s employment and entry into fatherhood might be positive regardless of age. In particular, 

a positive association was predicted between employment in the public sector and entry into 

fatherhood. As expected, this study finds that employed men are more likely to enter into fatherhood 

than the non-employed ones. But the type of employment seems to matter for the timing of entry into 

fatherhood. At younger ages, working as a non-wage earner lowers the odds of becoming a father, even 

compared to the non-employed. Similarly, the assumption that public sector employment is more 

conducive to fatherhood must be modified. I do not find that men working in the public sector have 

higher odds of becoming father than men working in other sectors by age 29. This as well as the strong 

association between education, employment and fatherhood entry supports theories that stress the 
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importance for Korean men to establish themselves in the labor market, acquire a secure position and 

be able to maintain a family financially as a pre-condition for fatherhood.  

 

From the overall study it is evident that Korean men’s likelihood of becoming a father is associated 

with their socio-economic status. National family planning programs during the period of the 1970s 

and 2000s, in combination with the financial crisis in 1997 and increased unemployment rates could be 

some of the many reasons that influenced the South Korean fertility behavior over the years. To 

understand men’s fertility behavior in a broader spectrum it is important to observe this phenomenon 

from both male and female perspective. It is evident from this research that socio-economic status has 

helped shape and mold fertility trends in South Korea in the present era and it would appear that 

further research is required to get a clearer picture of this complex phenomenon.   
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