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This study explores gender preference for children in South Korea, where a strong,
traditional son preference has recently shifted to a greater preference for daughters
or no preference. Using data from the 2008 Panel Study on Korean Children (PSKC;
N = 1,836) and 2012 Korean General Social Survey (KGSS; N = 1,355), we exam-
ined social and attitudinal correlates of child gender preference, including kinship
patterns, perceived prospects for the future, and attitudes about the value of children,
including potentially gendered expectations. Logistic regressions of child gender pref-
erence showed that mothers receiving support from maternal grandparents reported
lower son preference (PSKC). Attitudes about both the instrumental (social, economic)
and emotional value of children were also related to son preference. In the KGSS,
individuals who preferred sons reported more traditional gender attitudes, positive
future prospects, and greater expectations of help in old age and were more likely
to be men, older, rural, or Buddhist. There were few differences between those who
favored a daughter compared to no preference. Overall, the decline in son preference
appears to reflect shifts in intergenerational relations and societal changes that have
redefined the meaning and value of children in the context of economic uncertainties,
very low fertility, and population aging.

Introduction

The past half-century has seen increased global attention to gender equity as
a component of economic development and human rights. Within this con-
text, child gender preferences that have favored having and investing more
resources in sons have been criticized as discriminatory and often harm-
ful for girls’ health, well-being, and opportunities. In parts of Asia and the
Balkans, the stark effects of persistent, traditional gender ideologies have
been visible in imbalanced child sex ratios, reflecting both prenatal and
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postnatal sex-selection (Chun and Das Gupta 2021). The convergence of
low fertility and new technologies has resulted in imbalanced sex ratios at
birth, leading several countries to ban prenatal sex selection and pursue le-
gal reforms and public education campaigns to reduce the biases that favor
boys and men (Das Gupta 2019).

Among countries with historical cultures of son preference, however,
South Korea stands out as the only country that has not only reduced its sex
ratios but shifted toward a preference for daughters (Chun 2019; Chun and
Das Gupta 2021). The 1985 National Survey on Fertility and Family Health
and Welfare reported that nearly half (47.7 percent) of Koreans agreed that
“sons are necessary,” but this response fell to only 5.7 percent in 2015 (Ko-
rea Institute for Health and Social Affairs, 2015). In a more recent national
survey, respondents were asked, “If you were to have only one child, would
you prefer a boy or a girl?” (Korean General Social Survey, 2017). More
than one-quarter of the sample (28.7 percent) said that they wanted a boy,
whereas nearly half (47.5 percent) wanted a girl as their only child. This
radical change of sex preference has helped to reduce South Korea’s imbal-
anced sex ratios at birth (Kim 2011)—from 116 boys per 100 girls in 1990 to
a balanced sex ratio of 105 in 2016 (Korea National Statistical Office 2016).

Despite this shift, however, South Korea still lags behind other de-
veloped countries in measures of gender equality, with the highest gender
wage gap and one of the highest employment gaps among The Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries; women
make only 63 percent of men’s earnings, and only 56 percent of Korean
women are employed (OECD 2017). Despite having had a woman presi-
dent (2013–2017), only 15.6 percent of senior executive ranks in the Ko-
rean government in 2018were occupied bywomen (Ministry of the Interior
and Safety 2019), and women made up only 17 percent of the National As-
sembly and 3 percent of chief executive officers in South Korean firms (Min-
istry of Gender Equality and Family 2018). Previous studies have attributed
son preference in Korea to gender inequality (Choi and Hwang 2020; Lee
2013), but its decline may reflect a more complicated landscape regard-
ing gender norms and social change. The rapid shift from son preference
to daughter preference, despite modest improvements in gender equality,
has been similar to that of Japan, where Fuse (2013) has noted a daugh-
ter preference among Japanese women with traditional gender attitudes;
these traditional women desired the qualities that daughters were expected
to bring, particularly companionship over the life course. More recently,
Chun and Das Gupta (2021) have identified demographic, socioeconomic,
and cultural factors related to modernization (being younger, female, more
highly educated, or urban) and the decline of Buddhism and traditional
cultural ideas about gender as correlates of decreased son preference. They
have argued that strongly gendered expectations of intergenerational sup-
ports, combined with persistent workplace inequities, have contributed to
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a growing preference for daughters (Chun and Das Gupta 2021), though
their analyses did not test this proposition directly.

The current research provides a closer examination of the decline in
son preference (and rise in daughter preference) and factors related to more
varied gender preferences in South Korea, including persistent son prefer-
ence among some subpopulations. Moving beyond existing demographic,
socioeconomic, and cultural explanations, we explore how child gender
preferences are linked to intergenerational support patterns, perceptions of
economic prospects, and various dimensions of the value of children (e.g.,
instrumental, social, emotional). Our analyses test whether daughter pref-
erence was related to mothers’ closer relations and interdependence with
their own parents as well as gendered expectations to provide companion-
ship and elder care. Our findings show a significant link between mater-
nal kin support and lower son preference, though higher endorsement of
instrumental, social, and emotional value of children as well as more op-
timistic future prospects of society were all related to son preference. Our
findings suggest that distinct changes in Korean family relations, in the con-
text of economic uncertainty and very low fertility, have redefined expecta-
tions for future children, resulting in greater appreciation of daughters and
diversity in child gender preferences.

Background

Traditional son preferences, gender discrimination, and economic
development

Parental preferences regarding children’s gender have been found to in-
fluence both fertility behaviors and the well-being of children. In some
countries, preferences for sons (or a specific number of sons) have re-
sulted in higher fertility levels and larger family sizes as couples contin-
ued to have children to achieve their preferences (Chowdhury and Bairagi
1990). In below-replacement fertility contexts, gender preferences may in-
crease the likelihood of having more than one child, and in some extreme
cases, have resulted in sex-selective abortions and skewed sex ratios at birth
(Guilmoto 2012; Kim and Fong 2014). Several countries with strong son
preference and controlled fertility, including India, China, and South Ko-
rea, have recorded pronounced deficits of daughters (Chun and Das Gupta
2021; Edlund 1999); in South Korea, imbalanced sex ratios at birth from
the mid-1980s to 1990s were most pronounced among third and higher
order births, reaching peaks of over 200 for third births and over 240 for
fourth and higher order births in the early 1990s (Jiang et al. 2017). When
times have been difficult, sons have received better treatment, further exac-
erbating gender imbalances (Choi and Hwang 2015). Boys are more likely
to attend schools and have been better fed and clothed in places where son
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preference and discrimination against girls have been prevalent (Arnold and
Kuo 1984; Pande and Astone 2007). Thus, son preference has been tied to
gender discrimination (Cain 1993; Vlassoff 1990) and strong patriarchal in-
stitutions and norms (Chung and Das Gupta 2007). Further, patrilineal sys-
tems have specifically favored sons, defining them as essential for the conti-
nuity of the lineage, inheritance, and traditional normative roles and rituals;
in turn, sons have been responsible for supporting parents in old age, thus
reinforcing their value both socially and economically.

The decline in child gender preferences across countries has been
strongly associated with economic development and modernization (Bose
2012; Brockmann 2001; Chung and Das Gupta 2007), which has reduced
the factors usually invoked to explain son preference in traditional so-
cieties (Abeykoon 1995; Larsen, Chung, and Das Gupta 1998). For ex-
ample, greater educational and employment opportunities have improved
women’s economic and social status, leading to parents’ indifference to child
gender or favoring daughters (Lee 2013). On the other hand, some scholars
have questioned the link between economic development and gender pref-
erence (Arnold and Kuo 1984; Chung and Das Gupta 2007), and empirical
evidence has been mixed. Arnold and Kuo (1984) pointed to the strong in-
fluence of Confucian traditions in Asian countries and concluded that rela-
tive economic development was less important than culture and tradition in
explaining son preference. Das Gupta and colleagues (2003) have also noted
that son preference has persisted even amid sweeping economic and social
changes in China, India, and South Korea. Similarly, Brockmann’s (2001)
historical analysis of daughter preference in East Germany has pointed to
the type of welfare regime rather than modernization as a major predictor
of gender preferences.

Importantly, preference for daughters in South Korea has increased
even as economic growth has stalled and improvements in women’s sta-
tus have been modest (Kim and Ryu 2016). For example, according to
the World Economic Forum’s annual Gender Gap Index, South Korea was
ranked 92nd in 2006 but dropped to 108th in 2020, with particularly low
rankings for Economic Participation and Opportunity and Educational At-
tainment (ranking 127th and 101st, respectively; World Economic Forum
2020). Thus, the rising popularity of daughters, cannot be adequately ex-
plained by economic development or improvements in women’s status,
but must be examined within a broader context of changing kin relations
and perceptions of children. Our analyses moved beyond factors related to
modernization (e.g., age, education, urban residence) as well as traditional
gender attitudes and religion (e.g., Buddhism) to examine other social fac-
tors related to child gender preferences, specifically, intergenerational kin
support, perceptions of future prospects, and attitudes about the value of
children, as discussed below.
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Women’s status, changing kinship systems, and child gender preference

Several studies of the transition of gender preference have emphasized the
influence of patriarchal cultures and structures on the relative social and
economic status of women (Bose 2012; Kim and Fong 2014). Patriarchal
economic systems have long been identified as a major reason for son pref-
erence (Arnold and Zhaoxiang 1986): patriarchal systems have defined only
men as “breadwinners,” providing access to power and economic resources,
and have assigned women to domestic and family care work, thus limiting
women’s social and economic prospects and independence. Furthermore,
traditional patrilineal and patrilocal kinship systems, rooted in Confucian
values, have meant that daughters were no longer regarded as members
of their own families of origin once they married. These Confucian norms,
closely tied with Buddhism in South Korea, provided a cultural foundation
for traditional son preference (Arnold and Kuo 1984; Larsen, Chung, and
Das Gupta 1998). In recent decades, however, social insurance and pen-
sions have decreased elder parents’ reliance on sons; at the same time, legal
reforms have abolished male family headship and allowed for inheritance
by daughters (Chun and Das Gupta 2021; Das Gupta 2019). Das Gupta
(2019) has argued that these reforms, along with pervasive media cam-
paigns against son preference, have been more effective than bans on sex
selection in reducing South Korean sex ratios at birth.

As patrilineal kinship systems and patrilocal residence have weakened,
child gender preferences have shifted away from sons toward increasingly
favoring daughters (Chung and Das Gupta 2007; Den Boer and Hudson
2017). With the decline in patrilocality, persistent gender inequalities in the
workplace and at home have resulted in a major shift in kinship systems
that increasingly favor intergenerational ties with the wife’s family. Even as
women’s educational and employment opportunities have expanded in re-
cent decades, mothers are still expected to bear the majority of childrearing
responsibilities and care of the home and family (Cho 2015), often quit-
ting their jobs or reducing work hours. As a result, many women rely on
their own parents to assist with childcare. Choi and Hwang (2020) have
also noted that mothers with daughters tended to work more hours in the
labor force compared to those with sons, further increasing the need for
grandparents’ assistance with childcare. Studies of relations between mar-
ried couples and their parents have reported that wives’ parents provide
more economic and emotional support than the husbands’ parents (Han
and Yoon 2004), Koreans tend to feel a stronger emotional relationship with
their maternal family (Choi and Choi 2012), and wives report more conflict
with their parents-in-law (Lee 2011). For maternal grandparents, helping
to nurture grandchildren can lead to satisfaction and rewards (Kim 2012)
and more frequent contact and close relationships with their adult chil-
dren (Wood and Liossis 2007). Although caring for grandchildren may be
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a source of stress and burden, grandparents have reported feeling less bur-
dened when their roles involved helping rather than being primary caretak-
ers (Roithmayr 2001). In sum, maternal kinship has increased in response
to women’s workplace opportunities and disproportionate caregiving ex-
pectations, whereas relations with paternal kin have weakened. The cur-
rent study therefore examined how intergenerational kin support may be
related to contemporary child gender preferences.

Changing perceptions of the value of children and expectations of future
prospects

With economic development, the value of children for parents has shifted
from economic relations to an increased emphasis on emotional connec-
tion and companionship (Zelizer 1985), potentially contributing to changes
in child gender preferences. For example, decreased son preference in ur-
ban areas of China has been linked to changing expectations of children’s
contributions to eldercare (Loo et al. 2009), and filial piety has come to
include emotional bonding, or “communicative intimacy” with both sons
and daughters, which is increasingly emphasized in popular discourses that
encourage emotional satisfaction in family relationships (Evans 2010).

Conceptually, the value of children has been described in terms of two
main dimensions. The instrumental value refers to children as a means to
a wide variety of utilitarian ends, including their potential contribution to
family income and insurance of old-age support (Nauck 2005), whereas im-
manent values refer to ends that are desired purely for their own sake, par-
ticularly emotional satisfaction related to having and raising children (Fried-
man, Hechter, and Kanazawa 1994). The instrumental value of children has
weakened with modernization due to the increased costs of children, pro-
hibition of child labor, and smaller families (Zelizer 1985). Past research has
suggested that people may now favor daughters because of their increased
instrumental value, related to women’s improved status (Lee 2013), but
these analyses have overlooked the decline in the instrumental value of
children more generally and their increased emotional value. The shift in
child gender preferences in South Korea, therefore, may reflect this transi-
tion in the meanings and value of children away from economic consider-
ations toward emotional ties, particularly for daughters or for all children
regardless of gender.

Studies of the value of children have highlighted substantial differ-
ences in gender roles and expectations for sons and daughters (Amato,
Rossi, and Rossi 1991; Kim and Fong 2014), although these observations
have not been connected explicitly with the shift in child gender prefer-
ences. Sons have been traditionally expected to provide economic and so-
cial value (i.e., instrumental value), whereas daughters have been regarded
as a source of emotional support and companionship, especially when they
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are young and livingwith their parents. Rising daughter preference in South
Korea, therefore, may not signal their increased instrumental value. Rather,
it may reflect the general decline in children’s instrumental value, and a
greater appreciation of daughters’ emotional value. Childbearing decisions
are increasingly guided by psychological and emotional considerations, in-
cluding intimacy and connection (Giddens 2005). Children also provide
a source of social capital that binds generations together and encourages
closer relationships and exchanges of support (Astone et al. 1999; Schoen
et al. 1997). As South Korean women increasingly maintain close relation-
ships with their families of origin after they are married, their stronger fam-
ily ties and exchanges may reinforce expectations for daughters to provide
companionship and emotional security to their aging parents (Choi and
Hwang 2015).

Modernity has also brought greater insecurity in many areas of social
life (Giddens 2016). In the late twentieth century, South Korea’s rapid eco-
nomic growth contributed to a belief in upward mobility for the next gen-
eration and continued endorsement of traditional expectations to support
one’s parents economically in old age, though pensions and social insurance
have helped to reduce these pressures. The recent weakening of the Korean
economy, however, has made it difficult for current cohorts of young adults
to succeed or expect to be richer than their parents. The IMF crisis in 1997
and global financial crisis in 2008 undermined expectations for children’s
economic futures in the face of economic instability, high unemployment,
and housing shortages (Hwang 2000; Lee, Kim, and Choi 2016). This has
been reflected in public discourse that has been critical of the class struc-
ture and pessimistic about the future. Koreans’ perceptions of social justice
and prospects for upwardmobility have declined, while political distrust has
grown (B. Lee 2017). These changes have been evident in the annual KGSS,
which has asked about perceptions of children’s prospects: “When your chil-
dren reach the age you are now, do you think their standard of living will be
much better, somewhat better, about the same, somewhat worse, or much
worse than yours?” In 2009, about half (48 percent) answered that they
expected that their children would do “much better” or “somewhat better,”
but this declined to only 32 percent in 2015. Thus, parents are unlikely to
regard their children as a source of future economic support, though their
emotional significance may be heightened. Close family ties, especially with
daughters, and greater investments in grandchildrenmay, in turn, represent
a strategy for managing risks, uncertainties, and greater longevity in postin-
dustrial societies (Friedman, Hechter, and Kreager 2008).

In sum, both economic development and current uncertainties in
South Korea have decreased children’s instrumental value and increased
their immanent value. Daughters may be increasingly valued for emotional
support, regardless of women’s relative status and economic opportunities.
Concerns about future economic prospects and aging may further reinforce
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the closer ties between parents and daughters. At the same time, economic
inequalities and cultural variations have resulted in diverse views and child
gender preferences, including persistent son preferences among those who
are rural or more traditional (Chun and Das Gupta 2021) and daughter
preference or no preference among others. The current study explored this
diversity in preferences and examined possible explanations.

Research questions and hypotheses

This study used nationally representative survey data from South Korea to
test hypotheses about the impact of gendered family relations, perceptions
of future prospects for society, and attitudes about the value of children on
child gender preference. Specifically, our research questions and hypotheses
are outlined below:

1. To what extent is childcare support from paternal or maternal grandpar-
ents related to gender preference for children?We expected that stronger
ties withmaternal grandparents would be related to preferring daughters
(or having no preference) in order to continue these emotional connec-
tions into the next generation. Stronger ties with paternal grandparents,
on the other hand, would reflect more traditional patrilocal and patri-
lineal norms favoring sons.

2. How are perceptions of the future prospects of society related to the
value of children and gender preference? We expected that optimism
about future prospects would be related to greater instrumental value of
children. Furthermore, those who reported higher instrumental value of
children andmore positive perceptions of future prospects would express
a preference for sons, whereas lower perceived prospects would be linked
with a preference for daughters or no preference.

3. How are attitudes about the value of children related to gender pref-
erences for children? Given the persistent gender inequalities in South
Korea, we expected that higher assessments of instrumental (e.g., eco-
nomic, social esteem) value of children would be linked with son prefer-
ence. Conversely, an emphasis on children’s emotional value would be
related to preferring a daughter (or having no preference).

Building on prior literature, particularly Chun and Das Gupta’s (2021)
recent analyses, we controlled for demographic (age in both surveys; gen-
der and marital status in KGSS) characteristics that have been linked with
child gender preferences. We also controlled for gender inequality (PSKC),
gender attitudes (KGSS), and religion (both surveys) as more traditional
cultural beliefs are also related to son preference (e.g., Chun and Das Gupta
2021).
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Method

Data

This study utilized data from two nationally representative surveys that
asked about gender preferences for children and offered complementary
analyses to test our hypotheses. We used 2008 data from the Panel Study
on Korean Children (PSKC; https://panel.kicce.re.kr/engpskc/index.do) to
examine whether gendered family relations were linked to child gender
preferences. PSKC, a longitudinal survey of a representative sample of 2,150
mothers with children aged 2–4, asked each respondent about her percep-
tions of unequal parenting andwhether she received childcare support from
her own family or her husband’s as well as questions about economic hopes
for her child and the value of children. Listwise deletion of cases with miss-
ing data on the dependent variable (73 cases) or main predictors resulted
in a final sample of 1,855. We then analyzed data from the 2012 Korean
General Social Survey (KGSS) to further examine gender preferences in the
broader population and how theywere related to perceived future prospects
of society and attitudes about the value of children. This representative sur-
vey of 1,396 Korean adults, based on multistage area probability sampling,
yielded a final sample of 1,355 after dropping cases with missing data on
the main study variables.

Table 1 summarizes sample characteristics and distributions of key
variables in the two datasets. KGSS is a representative survey of adults aged
18 and older, whereas PSKC included only married mothers with babies
born in 2008, resulting in a younger sample of women only.

Measures

Dependent variable: Son preference. The PSKCmeasuredmothers’ gender pref-
erence for children by asking, “What was the desired sex of the child when
you were pregnant?” Respondents could select one of the following op-
tions: son, daughter, or no preference. In the KGSS, gender preference was
measured with the question, “If you were to have only one child, would
you prefer a boy or a girl?” This question assumed a situation in which a
respondent were to “have only one child” in order to exclude the influ-
ences of the actual number and sex composition of children. Respondents
could select one of the following options: son, daughter, or no preference.
The PSKC showed a stronger daughter preference (39.3 percent) than son
preference (31.3 percent), with 29.4 percent reporting no preference. In the
KGSS, an even larger proportion (43.3 percent) reported a daughter pref-
erence, whereas 35.7 percent reported a son preference and 21.0 percent
reported no preference. Our analyses examined the correlates of all three
responses in both datasets. We found no meaningful differences, however,

https://panel.kicce.re.kr/engpskc/index.do
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between the predictors of daughter preference compared to no preference,
so our tables report the predictors of son preference compared to the other
two groups combined. (More detailed tables are available upon request from
the authors.)

Independent variables. Aid from grandparents. The PSKC asked whether
the respondent received aid with childcare during the daytime from a pater-
nal grandparent, from a maternal grandparent, or did not receive aid from
either set of grandparents. Among the study sample, 91 respondents (5.0
percent) reported getting help from the father’s side 107 (5.8 percent) from
the mother’s side, and 1,638 (89.2 percent) reported receiving no help from
grandparents.

Perceived future prospects for society. The KGSS included two questions on
perceived future prospects for society, which asked about respondents’ sub-
jective expectations for the future of the economy and politics, respectively.
Using a five-point Likert scale, respondents were asked, “Do you think the
political/economic conditions in South Korea will be much better, some-
what better, about the same, somewhat worse, or much worse?” The cor-
relation between the two questions was 0.43 (p < 0.01). We computed the
standardized mean score of these two questions, with higher values indi-
cating more positive perceptions of future prospects.

Attitudes about the value of children. The surveys included questions on
several dimensions of attitudes about the value of children and expectations
for the child’s future. PSKC distinguished two main groups of measures—
instrumental and emotional aspects of the value of children. We analyzed
these measures separately to capture the conceptually different dimensions
of the value of children, measured as the extent of agreement with nor-
mative statements. (1) Expectations of help in old age were measured with
one item, “Adult children are a help for elderly parents.” (2) Future eco-
nomic hopes were measured with the average score of three items: “I want
my child to be rich in the future”; “I want my child to gain fame in the
future”; and “I want my child to achieve high social status in the future”
(Cronbach’s α = 0.77). (3) The social value of children was measured by
averaging three items: “A married couple must have children”; “Children
are necessary to carry the family line”; and “Having children is an obligation
to society” (Cronbach’s α = 0.69). (4) Lastly, the emotional value of chil-
drenwasmeasured as the average of three items: “Being a parent is valuable
in one’s life”; “Children help to ensure the stability of the couple”; and “Peo-
ple with children are less lonely in old age” (Cronbach’s α = 0.62). Re-
sponses were measured using five-point Likert scales asking, “How much
do you agree with the statement that. …” Responses ranged from 1 (very
much disagree) to 5 (very much agree), except for the questions regard-
ing future economic hopes for a child, which used a four-point scale (from
1, do not care, to 4, very much care). Higher scores represented more
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endorsement of each dimension. Based on gendered norms about children,
we expected that social value and economic hopes would be more strongly
related to son preference, whereas expectations of help and emotional value
would be linked to daughter preference.

KGSS included two questions on attitudes about the value of children.
Parental expectation of children’s support was measured with the question,
“To what extent do you agree or disagree that adult children are an impor-
tant source of help for elderly parents?” The social value of parenthood was
measured with the question, “To what extent do you agree or disagree that
having children increases people’s social standing in society?” Responses
used five-point Likert scales, ranging from 1 (very much agree) to 5 (very
much disagree); higher values indicated stronger endorsement of the value
of children. Although these items were correlated (r = 0.33; p < 0.01), we
analyzed them separately as they refer to conceptually different aspects of
the value of children that may be related to child gender preferences: ex-
pectations of help for elderly parents may be more relevant for daughter
preference, whereas social esteem from parenthood would be linked with
son preference.

Gender inequality: Experiences or attitudes. Based on prior research on tra-
ditional gender ideologies and gender preferences for children (Chun and
Das Gupta 2021), our models controlled for measures of gender inequal-
ity. In the PSKC, mothers were asked about their husbands’ involvement
in parenting, indicating experiences of gender inequality at home. The sur-
vey included the following four items: “My husband buys necessary items
for the baby”; “My husband pays attention to the habit or condition of the
baby”; “My husband feeds or washes the baby”; and “My husband plays
with the baby.” These items were measured using a five-point Likert scale
of frequency, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The Cronbach’s α for
these four items was 0.769. A scale of “Unequal parenting” was constructed
using the mean of the items’ standardized scores, which were reverse-coded
so that higher values denoted more unequal parenting roles.

KGSS measured attitudes about gender inequality with five questions
that asked, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following: “A
working mother can establish just as warm and secure relationship with her
children as a mother who does not work”; “A pre-school child is likely to
suffer if his or her mother works”; “All in all, family life suffers when the
woman has a full-time job”; “A job is all right, but what most women really
want is a home and children”; and “Aman’s job is to earnmoney; a woman’s
job is to look after the home and family.” Responses used a five-point Likert
scale, ranging from 1 (very much agree) to 5 (very much disagree). The
Cronbach’s α for these five items was 0.603. The “Gender role attitudes”
scale was constructed by taking the mean of the standardized scores for the
five items, with higher values indicating more traditional (less egalitarian)
gender attitudes.
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Sociodemographic and cultural control variables. Our analyses controlled
for demographic and socioeconomic factors identified as important in prior
studies of child gender preference in South Korea (Chun and Das Gupta
2021), including age, gender (KGSS only), education (1 = college degree
or more, compared to no degree or missing), work status (1 = working),
marital status (1 = married; KGSS only), and household income (log of
monthly household income). Years of age were used in the PSKC since the
sample consisted of relatively young mothers (mean = 31.27, SD = 3.75).
For the KGSS, we created a categorical age measure (18–39, 40–59, and 60
or older as a reference) as older adults were expected to have more tradi-
tional attitudes about son preference. We also included dummy variables
for the type of area (rural, town, or city) and religion (Buddhist, Christian,
Catholic, or no religion); prior research has shown that rural residents and
Buddhists were more likely to express a traditional son preference (Chun
and Das Gupta 2021).

Analyses. We used logistic regression models to predict respondents’
son preference—both multinomial logistic regressions of all three gender
preference options and binary logistic regressions of son preference com-
pared to others. For ease and clarity of presentation, we report the binary
logistic regression results, but discuss the multinomial results where they
provide insight into the response patterns. Analyses of the PSKC regressed
child gender preference on the value of childrenmeasures and support from
husband’s or own parents, controlling for other factors. With the KGSS, we
used linear regressionmodels to examine correlates of the value of children,
including perceived future prospects for society. We then used logistic re-
gression models of son preference regressed on perceived future prospects
and value of children, controlling for other factors. We computed Sobel’s
test to assess whether future prospects indirectly affected the sex prefer-
ence through its relation to the instrumental value of children. We also
tested interactions of gender and age category with other correlates in the
KGSS.

Results

Table 2 presents results of logistic regression models estimating mothers’
preference for a son in the PSKC. Mothers who received support from their
own family were less than half as likely to report a son preference com-
pared to a daughter or no preference (Odd ratio = 0.430, p < 0.01), holding
other factors constant; this difference remained consistent across the mod-
els and in multinomial logit models of son preference compared to daughter
preference or compared to no preference. Unequal parenting and expec-
tations of help from children were not statistically related to child gender
preference (in binary or multinomial models). Each of the other measures
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of value of children was statistically significant and positive; higher ratings
of instrumental (economic hopes and social value) and emotional value
of children were related to greater odds of son preference. Specifically,
controlling for other variables, an increase of one point on the assessment
of economic hopes raised the log-odds of son preference by 20 percent,
whereas a unit increase in social value raised the log-odds by 26 percent
compared to daughter or no preference. A one-unit increase in ratings of
emotional value also raised the log-odds of son preference by 19 percent.
Each measure was strongly related to son preference in multinomial logit
models when compared to either daughter preference or no preference, in-
dicating that the main distinction was between those with a son preference
and everyone else. Religion was also significantly related to son preference
in the binary logistic models: mothers who described themselves as Chris-
tian were 36 percent less likely than Buddhists to report a son preference.
Multinomial logistic results showed a significant difference among religious
groups in son compared to daughter preference—Catholics and Christians
were about 40 percent less likely than Buddhists to prefer a son. Moth-
ers with a college degree were more likely than others to report no gender
preference, and those with higher incomes were more likely to report no
preference compared to daughter preference.

Table 3 shows the results of regression analyses predicting attitudes
about the value of children in the KGSS for a representative sample of
adults. More positive prospects for the future were significantly related to
both attitudes about help in old age and increased social standing after con-
trolling other factors. Attitudes about help in old age were also negatively
related to middle age (compared to being over 60) and living in a town
compared to a rural area. Seeing children as a benefit for social standing
was higher among older respondents (over 60) compared to others, those
with less education, currently working, Buddhist versus Catholic, and those
reporting more traditional gender beliefs.

Lastly, Table 4 presents results of logistic regression models of son pref-
erence with the KGSS. Individuals who preferred sons reported significantly
more positive future prospects, and higher endorsement of children’s value
as a help in old age as well as more traditional gender role attitudes (all
significant at the 0.05 level or lower) but not as a benefit for social stand-
ing, compared with those who reported a daughter or no preference. In
multinomial logit models of gender preference, traditional gender role at-
titudes and more positive future prospects were both significantly related
to son preference compared to daughter and no preference. However, chil-
dren’s value as a help in old age was significantly related to son preference
only when compared to daughter preference but not compared to no pref-
erence. Son preference was also related to being older, living in a rural area,
or being Buddhist compared to Christian or no religion. Gender was not sig-
nificant in the binary logistic model, but in multinomial logit models men
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were less likely than women to report a daughter preference compared to
either son or no preference, after controlling other factors. Finally, we found
that perceived prospects for the future were linked to gender preference for
children through the mediated effect on value of children; Sobel’s test (So-
bel 1982) of this mediated effect was significant (2.23) at the 95 percent of
significance level. In other words, higher perceived future prospects were
linked to greater instrumental value of children, and in turn greater like-
lihood of son preference. We tested interactions between gender and the
other variables, and none was statistically significant. We did find one sta-
tistically significant interaction with age. Both young adults (18–39) and the
middle-aged reported lower son preference than the oldest group. As per-
ceptions of economic prospects increased, the log-odds of son preference
increased for those aged 40–59 and 60+, but positive economic prospects
further decreased son preference for those aged 18–39, underscoring the
broader shift away from son preference among younger adults.

Discussion

This study analyzed factors related to gender preferences for children in
South Korea to better understand the recent rapid decline of son preference
and increased preference for daughters. Moving beyond explanations based
on economic development and gender inequality, we considered the influ-
ence of changing intergenerational relations, perceived prospects for the
future, and attitudes about the value of children. We expected that stronger
ties between parents and their daughters, greater uncertainty about the fu-
ture, and gendered notions of the value of children would explain current
gender preferences for children. We found that childcare support from ma-
ternal grandparents was related to a stronger preference for daughters or no
preference. On the other hand, higher economic hopes and endorsement
of children’s social, instrumental, or emotional value were all related to son
preference. These results suggest that attitudes about children’s value are
still linked with traditional cultural norms among some Koreans, whereas
others show a move away from parent-focused assessments of children’s
value, but not necessarily a shift to gendered notions of daughters’ emo-
tional or care value.

The strong connections between instrumental value and son prefer-
ence contradict earlier studies that have attributed greater daughter pref-
erence to their increased instrumental value (Brockmann 2001; Choi and
Hwang 2020; Edlund and Lee 2013; Lee 2013). For example, Brockmann
(2001) had argued that high female labor force participation and grow-
ing burdens of aging would increase the value of daughters and expecta-
tions for both economic contributions and care. In South Korea, Lee (2013)
has connected women’s improved labor market status with the decline in
sex ratios at birth, and Edlund and Lee (2013) have linked declining son
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preference to the decreased utility value of sons compared to daughters re-
sulting changes from in labor and marriage markets. Despite gender-based
affirmative action programs that were enacted in 2006, the large gender
wage gap and sturdy glass ceiling in South Korea (J. Lee 2017) further ar-
gue against an increased instrumental value of daughters. Instead, women’s
challenges in the labor market and a variety of legal reforms appear to have
contributed to a shift in kinship patterns that favor closer ties between par-
ents and their daughters, which in turn have contributed to the shift away
from son preference.

South Korea is now a trendsetter in reversing rising child sex ratios
(Chung and Das Gupta 2007), and our results support the connection be-
tween rising daughter preference and the weakening of the traditional pa-
trilineal, and patrilocal kinship system. The past two decades have seen legal
changes in the family registry system, “Hojuje” (abolished in 2005), which
historically only recognized men as heads of families and considered female
family members as belonging to male household heads. The legal force of
these norms has diminished, and the Korean family has transitioned from
a patrilineal to a bilateral family structure, with lower expectations of chil-
dren’s (especially sons’) economic support for aging parents (Hong and Kim
2005). Policy initiatives to reduce traditional residence rules and increase
the flexibility of kinship systems have been central to reducing skewed sex
ratios. Das Gupta and colleagues (2003) have argued that patterns of son
preference across Asian countries are based on traditional kinship systems
in which parents historically have benefited little from daughters; legal re-
forms and campaigns to change the culture of filial expectations and dif-
ferential treatment may be similarly effective in other settings to reduce
imbalanced sex ratios (Das Gupta 2019; Den Boer and Hudson 2017).

Furthermore, the perceived instrumental value of children has de-
clined, regardless of their gender (Heckman and Walker 1990; Kwon and
Kim 2004; Lee and Lee 2004). Our findings suggest that this decrease may
stem from pessimism about the future of Korean society. People may be less
likely to consider their children (particularly sons) as instrumental assets
when their future standard of living is uncertain, and they may be more
concerned about having and raising sons in an uncertain economic envi-
ronment where the pressures on them to succeed would be high. However,
son preference appears persistent among those who emphasize instrumen-
tal value and those who are older, less educated, or more rural. On the other
hand, we did not find evidence linking daughter preference with gendered
expectations of their increased emotional value or expectations of care for
older parents. We suspect that with some of the lowest fertility rates in the
world (Total fertility rate of 0.98 in 2018), Koreans’ perceptions of children’s
value (instrumental, social, or emotional) have been undermined in gen-
eral, particularly among those most affected by modernization and cultural
change.
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This study highlights the role of changing gender patterns in inter-
generational relations. Although women’s economic activity has expanded,
they are still responsible for childcare and family, regardless of their eco-
nomic activity, whereas Korean husbands spend much less time on child-
care compared to husbands inWestern countries (Cho 2015). South Korean
working conditions and culture make it difficult for fathers to spend time
at home or contribute to childcare as they are expected to work long hours
and socialize after work, which potentially alienates men from their fam-
ilies. At the same time, the heavy expectations of mothers and challenges
of combining work and family have led to greater involvement of maternal
grandparents in childcare and closer ties with them. Thus, the rise in daugh-
ter preference in South Korea may reflect unintended effects of persistent
gendered expectations and inequalities for mothers.

Previous studies have shown that son preference has been linked to
family structure and processes (Das Gupta et al. 2003; Lavely, Li, and Li
2001; Pande and Astone 2007), but this has been seldom discussed con-
cerning the recent rise of daughter preference in South Korea. For exam-
ple, research in India, where son preference has been quite high, has shown
that shifts in exogamous or endogamous marriage patterns have played a
key role in child gender preference. Pande and Astone (2007) have reported
significantly higher son preference in areas of northern India, where mar-
riage is exogamous, and a woman typically becomes a member of her hus-
band’s family with less interaction with her natal kin after marriage. The
rise of family systems that favor close ties with maternal kin in both South
Korea and other parts of India suggests that expectations toward family in-
tegration are a significant factor in explaining gender preference in a society.
Similarly, Den Boer and Hudson (2017) have argued that the divergence be-
tween South Korea’s decreased sex ratios compared with increases in Viet-
nam reflect Korean family law reforms, which attacked the legal founda-
tions of patrilineality (Den Boer and Hudson 2017).

Our results also confirmed that perceptions of the future are linked to
attitudes about children’s value and, in turn, gender preferences. Currently,
Koreans tend to perceive the prospects of the future society negatively
(Lee 2017), and socioeconomic inequalities have become severe (S-J. Yoon
2018). The sense of hopelessness, concerns about diminishing prospects for
social mobility, andmistrust in politics are regarded as major social problems
(Lee and Lee 2016). Childbearing and parenthood may represent a form of
future human capital (Schultz 1973) and strategy for reducing uncertainties
(Friedman, Hechter, and Kanazawa 1994); in circumstances of stable em-
ployment and career opportunities, a child may provide instrumental value
through their potential to provide wealth and insurance for aging parents.
Under uncertainty, however, it is harder for parents to anticipate the util-
itarian value of their children. Our results suggest that the rise of daugh-
ter preference may reflect Koreans’ pessimism regarding future prospects
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for society, leading to very low fertility and prompting greater investment
in the immanent value of children and particularly daughters (Arnold and
Kuo 1984).

This study is an example of the impact of macrosocial transitions on
personal preferences. Prospects for upward mobility are known to signifi-
cantly affect individual perceptions and attitudes (Kelley and Kelley 2009),
and perceived prospects for society’s future are related to trust in the poten-
tial for social mobility (Gavira 2008; Lei and Tam 2012; Lee and Lee 2016).
The correlation of future prospects and instrumental value of children may
reflect expectations of social mobility, which in turn may encourage or dis-
courage childbearing (Graham and Picon 2009; Stevens 1981). Our study
suggests that through the value of children, perceived future prospects may
also affect gender preference and, by extension, future sex ratios, if these
preferences shape fertility behavior (i.e., sex selection) in an environment
of low fertility.

In traditional patrilineal societies, the value of sons as a source of old-
age security has been a prime motivation for son preferences (Kagitcibasi
1982), but this has become less important with the growth of pensions and
other social insurance programs. Nonetheless, our findings show that Ko-
rean parents still have higher expectations of instrumental value for sons
than daughters. In an unpublished qualitative study, Chun (2019) has re-
ported that 88 percent of respondents who expressed a daughter prefer-
ence identified emotional and psychological values as the main reasons—
daughters are more agreeable and more enjoyable to raise and can become
lifelong companions. These emotional expectations for daughters, clearly
distinct from instrumental values, were also given as reasons among people
who preferred daughters back in the 1970s (Chun 2019). Our study sug-
gests that increased daughter preference in South Korea is not related to
instrumental value of children, but may be more connected with women’s
kinship and family care in the context of economic uncertainty and unten-
able work–family conflicts.

This study has several limitations. First, the lack of support for our
hypotheses linking daughter preference with their greater emotional value
may be an artifact of limitations in existing measures of the value of chil-
dren. The PSKC questions about the emotional value of children relied on
normative statements, such as, “People with children will be less lonely
when they get old” and “I wish my child will be willing to help others.”
However, children’s immanent value may not be adequately captured with
these survey items; normative statements regarding children’s emotional
value still imply traditional obligations toward parents or society which
are increasingly criticized and replaced with valuing children for their own
sake. Future surveys should consider including more nuanced and child-
focused (rather than parent-focused) measures of children’s immanent and



GIYEON SEO, TANYA KOROPECKY J-COX, SANGHAG KIM 23

emotional value, especially as trends in gender preferences and very low
fertility are likely to persist in the future.

Second, this study measured future prospects for society (with regard
to politics and the economy) as an indicator of prospects for upward mo-
bility, based on previous work that linked subjective perceptions of social
mobility and optimistic prospects for society (Gavira 2008; Lei and Tam
2012). However, perceived prospects of society can be affected by individ-
ual factors. Future research on the relationship between societal prospects
and gender preference should examine a variety of other, more objective
economic and social measures of societal conditions, such as the inequality
index, redistribution policy, or employment rates.

Finally, it is notable that only about 11 percent of mothers in the PSKC
reported receiving any help from grandparents (from either side), indicating
that many mothers bore the childcare responsibilities on their own. Only
5.8 percent of respondents were getting aid from maternal grandparents.
Since the PSKC was limited to mothers who had recently given birth, the
relatively low percentage receiving aid from grandparents may reflect the
specific timing of maternity leave and very early motherhood. Less than 30
percent of respondents reported being in the labor force, but nearly all ex-
pected to return as their children grew older (97 percent of re-interviewed
mothers indicated that they planned to go back to work). According to
the Korean Women’s Development Institute (2008), 53.4 percent of Ko-
rean mothers were receiving help from maternal grandparents when they
utilized kin-provided childcare aid, while 36.9 percent relied on paternal
grandparents, which has been interpreted as evidence of the bilateralization
of Korean kinship (Lee and Bauer 2013). Thus, further research is needed
on mothers of preschool and older children to better understand kinship
patterns, childcare, and their relation to child gender preferences.

Son preference, which had been linked to skewed sex ratios, is rapidly
changing to a daughter preference or no preference, contributing to a more
balanced sex ratio at birth (Korea National Statistical Office 2016). In an en-
vironment of persistent below-replacement fertility levels, changes in gen-
der preferences for children may be just one component of a broader am-
bivalence or pessimism about childbearing; with few economic incentives
or supports for parents, preferences and decisions about fertility may rely
more strongly on intangible, immanent considerations about kinship and
the future.

In conclusion, our findings indicate that increased daughter preference
in South Korea reflects the stronger relationships between parents and their
married daughters compared to the past. This expansion ofmaternal kinship
has arisen in part as an unintended consequence of the one-sided burdens
on mothers with little institutional or government support. For grandpar-
ents who maintain close ties with their daughters and provide childcare
assistance, their closer ties may create an important source of social capital
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and companionship in an uncertain economic environment. The emergence
of female-centered kinship may therefore provide a dependable resource to
support families, workingmothers, and aging parents, although it also raises
concerns about rising inequalities and the precariousness of these arrange-
ments for individual families and society as a whole (Oh 2018). Despite
some gains in women’s opportunities and status, South Korean families ap-
pear to be undergoing the early consequences of the gender revolution, as
described by Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and Lappegård (2015) with increased
opportunities in the public sphere but few substantive changes at home. It
is too soon to know whether changing gender relations and more egali-
tarian attitudes about dual-earner families and shared childcare (S-Y. Yoon
2020) may eventually lead to the expansion of institutional supports, men’s
greater involvement in family life, and the diminution of child gender pref-
erences or even increased fertility in the future.

Data Availability Statement

The data that support the findings of this study are openly available in the
Panel Study on Korean Children (at http://www.welfarestate.re.kr/beluxe_
aHXN48/3129) and Korean General Social Survey (KGSS, at http://kgss.
skku.edu/).
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