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The purpose of the present study was to identify and categorize career motivations
in highly educated married Korean women. Twenty-five participants who are working
were interviewed and asked why they continue their work despite various difficulties.
Sixty-seven career persistence motivations were elicited and reliably organized into six
categories: low interest in childcare and household labor, family-related motives, high
need for achievement, financial problems/needs, self-actualization and job satisfaction,
and positive perception of working women. This study is significant as it conceptualizes
the motivation for career persistence as the major variable affecting highly educated
married women’s decision to continue their careers and establishes the theoretical basis
for future research.
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INTRODUCTION

In many countries, women’s socioeconomic status has dramatically changed because of increasing
access to education, full-time employment opportunities, and increased personal earnings relative
to those of men (OECD, 2017). In South Korea, similar changes have occurred. Since the economic
development of the 1960s, the share of women at four-year universities in Korea increased from
25.3% in 1970 to 73.5% in 2016 (Statistics Korea, 2016). As a result of the increased educational
levels, the expansion of working opportunities for women has increased and many of them try to
achieve professional success (Yoon, 2007).

Despite these advancements for women, household labor and childcare are still considered
women’s primary role in Korea, and the belief that married women should be caregivers of their
husbands and children is widespread (Jang and Merriam, 2005; Kang, 2011; Um and Yang, 2011).
Because of the difficulty in maintaining careers and families, Korean women have many difficulties
in balancing work and family and the proportions of Korean women who limit their childbearing
to one child or avoid marriage or childbirth altogether is increasing (Kim et al., 2010; Choi, 2016;
Choi et al., 2016). Also, the difficulties of balancing work and family obligations have been related
to career disruption, job quality, gender wage gaps, and women’s status in the workplace (Kim,
2014). For example, a 2013 study found that the wage gap between Korean men and women was
35% (Kochhar et al., 2016) compared with 10% for the Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development Countries, and just 5% in northern European countries. The mean gender wage
gap in northern European countries is in the five percentage point range (Kochhar et al., 2016).
In addition, South Korea reported the lowest percentage of female managers among the OECD
countries (10.5 v. 31.2%; OECD, 2017). Korean employers tend to lack systems tailored to meet
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women’s needs at various stages of the life course, and
married women’s dual roles were limiting their opportunities for
promotion, training, and development and that they had low
self-efficacy, experienced job burnout, and reported depression
in their career progress (Jang, 2008; Kang, 2011; Yoo et al., 2016).
As such, women’s career interruption1 can lead to social problems
such as social disparities or weak national competitiveness by
avoiding marriage and childbirth and deepening the gap between
men and women in society. Because women’s involvement in the
workforce is vital to societal well-being, close attention should be
paid to the difficulties faced by Korean married women in terms
of their career persistence.

The conditions faced by women entering the labor market
and their expectations regarding employment change as their
educational attainment increases. However, highly educated
women have reported that their jobs did not reflect their
educational attainment and that their positions were less likely
than men’s to lead to career advancement (Korea Research
Institute for Vocational Education Training, 2018). Previous
studies have shown that women consider the quality of work
such as the job’s compatibility with the woman’s educational field,
aptitudes, job demands, stability, and work conditions (Lee and
Lee, 2010; Ministry of Gender Equality and Family, 2013; Choi,
2014). Some studies have found that highly educated married
women are less worried about money and tend to pass up job
opportunities that are not aligned with the ideal job (Kim, 2016).
The spouses of highly educated women also are likely to be highly
educated and to have stable jobs, so those women were found to
quit their work when the opportunity costs are high (Choi, 2014;
Lee, 2014). These results suggest that even if highly educated
women restart work after career interruption, they are hard to
continue and that their careers may be completely discontinued
involuntarily. This study included only highly educated women
who obtained degrees equivalent to or higher than a bachelor’s
degree as the subjects, assuming that career patterns of married
women may be different according to their academic background.

Some research has identified the role of married women’s
career motivation as key elements in their career persistence
(Zusho et al., 2003; Ratelle et al., 2005). However, there is
still insufficient research on psychological factors affecting the
career persistence of women including motivations. The lack of
attention to the psychological characteristics that allow highly
educated women to continue their careers is also linked to the
social perspective of women. There is a prevailing perception in
South Korea that married women value work only for money
to ease financial hardships and difficulties. That assumption
reflects a lack of investigation on the value and meaning of
work in women’s lives. Assuming women’s motivations for work
are purely financial negatively influences their persistence (Choi
and Kim, 2007; Lee and Kim, 2010; Lee and Lee, 2010). But
unlike these assumptions, the numbers of women who want to
work for personal success, self-realization, and stable futures have
increased across cohorts in South Korea (Jang and Bu, 2003;
Hong and Lee, 2014; Ju and Joo, 2017). Also, married women

1Career interruption can be defined as a situation in which an individual has
stopped work or is not temporarily working.

who lacked a sense of professional identity or motives for their
job choices considered quitting when they experienced workplace
difficulties or needed to be primary family caregivers (Kim and
Seo, 2015). Some previous studies found that women who were
highly motivated for self-development or by the joy they derived
from their work and identity as professionals were relatively likely
to want to persist or be reemployed after a break (Choi and Kim,
2007; Kim, 2007; Jeon and Ju, 2016; Ju and Joo, 2017).

The previously conducted research mentioned above all
examined the motivations among highly educated married
women; however, these studies had limitations. First, most
studies focused on highly educated women who are seeking
reemployment or who have taken career interruption (Jang
and Merriam, 2004; Kim, 2007; Yoon, 2007; Jang, 2008;
Cho, 2009; Jeon, 2010; Um, 2010); thus, empirical research
is lacking for women who are continuing in their careers
without interruption. Second, since some qualitative studies
(Cho, 2009; Jeon, 2010) revealed variables that can be considered
as motivation for persisting a career, there were also limitations
in defining major variables in explaining the process of women
keeping their careers. Furthermore, some studies have only
addressed individuals working in specific sectors, such as police
officers, nurses, and teachers (Lee, 2003; Jung, 2012). Most of
the existing studies focus on reemployment of women who
have been discontinued, and there is a limit to examine the
factors of career continuity for women in specific occupational
groups. Intervention after career interruption has limitations in
ensuring the quality of women’s jobs and the connection with
previous jobs, and eventually many highly educated women are
involuntary career interruption. Recent research have indicated
that many highly educated women, who realize the negative
impact of career interruption, try to maintain their careers
even after pregnancy and childbirth (Becker, 1991; Desai and
Waite, 1991; Yu, 2005; Goldin, 2006). Therefore, we aim to
explore career persistence motivations focusing on cases of highly
educated married women. This study will help women to share
their career motivations according to cultural differences and to
understand the career motivations of women from countries with
similar social development and cultural backgrounds like Korea.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Career motivations refer to the type, direction, strength, and
maintenance of energy expended by individuals to obtain certain
work-related outcomes (Pinder, 1998). Self-determination
theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan, 2000) comprehensively explains
environments, motives, psychological satisfaction, and goal
setting. Therefore, SDT is a good theoretical framework
for explaining women’s career persistence, performance,
and satisfaction. Kasser and Ryan (1993, 1996) categorized
self-determinative (internal) motivations as self-realization,
meaningful opportunities for self-improvement through work,
development of meaningful or satisfying relationships with
colleagues, and opportunities to help others. In contrast,
honor, social status, and high salary are external motives for
working. In the study of Bezzina et al. (2013), which examined
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women’s career motivation, 16 major motivations were derived:
technology/ability utilization, success/achievement, vocational
development, creativity, awareness, self-esteem, responsibility,
social class improvement, economic independence, meeting
people or making new friends, living expenses for basic life, and
economic stability. This result means that married women have
motivations reflecting various life-developmental characteristics
and that there is a limit to understand the career continuity
motivation of married women in terms of intrinsic/external
motivation mentioned in the existing motivation theory.

Previous research found that self-determinative motives
positively related to achievement and well-being at work (Baard
et al., 2004), job satisfaction (Harter et al., 2002; Richer et al.,
2002), job performance (Kuvaas, 2009), and commitment (Gagné
et al., 2008). Other studies found negative associations with
depression (Blais et al., 1993), burnout (Houkes et al., 2001;
Fernet et al., 2004), physical ailments (Otis and Pelletier, 2005),
and turnover intentions (Harter et al., 2002; Richer et al., 2002;
Milette and Gagné, 2008).

Also, the interrelationships among career motivations, career
persistence, and aspirations for professional success have been
found in studies of South Korean married women (Sung and
Ok, 2006; Choi and Kim, 2007; Jang, 2008; Kim, 2007; Son,
2013). Choi and Kim (2007) and Son (2013) found that working
married women had high levels of motivation for professional
accomplishments and clear goals. These women perceived their
occupations as more than a way to earn money, and they
considered their jobs as ways to fulfill social roles, express their
unique abilities, and reach self-actualization. Previous research
that compared women who continue to work and those who
do not revealed that the former have a high motivation for
professional accomplishments and clear goals. On the other hand,
those who do not work appear to have low levels of motivation as
well as ambiguity in their career goals (Choi and Kim, 2007; Jeon,
2010; Um, 2010).

South Korean Women’s Work
Deci and Ryan (2000) noted that women’s motives might differ by
sociocultural context. In Korea, feminism has been instrumental
to changing women’s roles during the past two decades, and
South Korean women have embraced the ideas of equal gender
rights, women’s educational opportunity, social participation,
and feminist family values (Choi, 2017). South Korean women
are developing new social roles with progressive and active
attitudes, improved education, and increased social participation.
However, many of people still believe that household labor and
childcare is women’s work. Won (2014) examined the changes
in gender-role stereotypes in Korea from 1996 to 2010. The
results of this study illustrated that traditional gender perception
was eased in providing equal educational opportunities such as
entering a college; however, rigid gender perception remained in
job allocation in the labor market. In particular, the stereotyped
evaluation of the mother’s role revealed that it was more
strengthened in 2010 than in 1996. Despite the increase in the
number of dual-income households, the fact that the awareness
of traditional motherhood has been strengthened points to the

difficulties that are faced by married women who participated in
the labor market.

One of the environmental factors that affect the persistence
of married women’s careers is the gender stereotypes that society
has. It is true that policies for women are expanding at the
national and corporate level, but in Korean society, prejudices
about the roles of women and men shared by members and
perceptions about women’s social activities are still rigid. Gender
stereotypes are defined as “a set of structured ideas about the
personal attributes of men and women” (Ashmore and Tumia,
1980, p. 502; Ashmore et al., 1986, p. 121). The prejudice
based on gender stereotypes is based on the following logic
(Bem, 1993). First, male-centeredness defines male experience
as a norm and other experiences as “strange” beyond the
standard, presupposing the superiority of masculinity. Second,
there is a difference between masculinity and femininity as
biological fundamentalism, and this difference is considered
biological and essential. According to this logic, the dichotomy
between the roles of men and women is natural, and when
it is out of it, it is defined as unnatural and abnormal. In
other words, it is unnatural and strange that women play
expected roles in men or men play expected roles in women
(Johnston and Swanson, 2006).

In particular, Korean society has a strong patriarchal
characteristic centered on Confucian culture, and there is a
clear boundary between the public area represented by the labor
market and the private area represented by the family (Won,
2014). The former is defined as the male domain and the latter
as the female domain. In Korean society, men are responsible for
the livelihood of their families in the public sphere represented
by the labor market, and women perceive that it is normal to
fulfill the responsibilities of care for their families at home. Even
if women have entered the public sphere due to social changes,
this is an “inappropriate” position for women, so it has expanded
to the logic that the resources and status in the public sphere
should be more distributed to men who occupy the original
sphere (Crompton, 2001; Lewis, 2001).

Gender-role stereotypes for women expand to create
stereotypes for mother roles (Geist, 2005; Del Boca et al., 2009).
Women enter the labor market, causing a gap in the role of
mothers in the home, and the absence of mothers develops
into the perception that they are negative for the emotional
development and well-being of infants and toddlers, which leads
to guilt for working women (Elvin-Nowak and Thomsson, 2001).
Among surveyed countries, South Korea was the only one where
men spent less than 1 h (45 min) per day on average performing
household chores, which was much less than the average of
138 min (OECD, 2017). South Korean women spent 227 min
on household labor per day, which was more than five times
that of the South Korean men in the study (OECD, 2017). Other
recent research has found that many married Korean women
considered quitting their jobs because of the burdens of childcare
and their children’s education (Yoo et al., 2014; Statistics Korea,
2015). Women tended to feel guilty for not properly behaving as
a mother (Yang and Shin, 2011; Kim and Park, 2012; Jung and
Kim, 2015), suggesting that the expected traditional family roles
for women are dominant.
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On the other hand, stereotypes about mother roles directly
affect women’s perception of work and promotion in the
workplace. In the study by Powell et al. (2002), men more
actively agreed that women with young children should stay
at home and that men should be the main source of income
for households. Male managers placed female workers in
step or support departments rather than key management
positions to minimize the impact of family responsibility on
work performance based on the perception of women and
women’s roles. The study by Joo (2005), on the subject of
female managers, also alludes to the male-centered culture and
perception of female managers in the organization. In the Korean
corporate culture, which is male-centered, it is necessary to
adapt to the work-oriented culture created by men in order
to succeed, and it is evaluated that there are accidental events
and external factors rather than internal attributions such as
work ability for women’s success. In addition, most leaders were
male, so they felt uneasy about women becoming leaders of
the organization, and they felt uncomfortable interacting with
female bosses.

Overview of the Present Study
The purpose of this research was to examine the concept
and component factors of the career persistence motivations
of married women in Korea using concept mapping. Based
on these previous studies, this study assumed that highly
educated married women would have various career persistence
motivations. Especially, this career persistence motivations will
reflect the cultural and environment context of women, and it
is assumed that the unique motivations of Korean women will
be derived.

The concept mapping process enables participants to express
their perception through structured interviews and quantifies the
results thereof (Kane and Trochim, 2007). Thus, the concept
mapping method is an appropriate approach to explore the
underlying structures of perception. It shows various ideas
(statements) at once and how close they are on a concept
map. In this study, the following steps of the concept mapping
method were followed to collect and analyze the data. The
data collection and analysis procedures are presented in the
order of the following steps, which are (a) formulating research
questions, (b) conducting interviews, (c) creating statements
through participant interviews, (d) structuring the statements
into groups of conceptually similar statements, (e) rating the
importance and similarity of the statements, (f) running two-
dimensional multidimensional scaling (MDS) on the group-
sort data, (g) running a hierarchical cluster analysis (HCA)
(to decide on a final cluster solution), (h) labeling the
clusters, and (i) interpreting the concept maps (Trochim, 1993;
Trochim et al., 1994).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The sample consisted of 25 married working women aged
between 28 and 48 years, with a mean of 34.80 years

(SD = 4.93). This study referred to the suggestions of Trochim
(1989) which introduced the concept mapping method in
determining the number of participants. Twenty participants
reported that they had obtained a bachelor’s degree, and five
had obtained a master’s degree. At the time of the interviews,
they had 2–25 years of work experience, with an average
of about 11.60 years (SD = 5.51). The participants had at
least one child who ranged in age from 1 to 20 years
(M = 5.00, SD = 4.33). Specifically, 16 participants (64.0%)
had one child, 8 (32.0%) had two children, and one (4.0%)
had three children. In this study, 20 participants reported
that they earned an annual salary of at least 30 million
won. Four participants reported salaries between 20 and 30
million won and one participant reported a salary of 20
million or less.

The participants were recruited through (1) snowball
sampling and (2) online community advertisements. To be
included in this study, participants had to meet the following
criteria: (1) married women who have full time job; (2)
married women who have no more than 1 year of career
interruption, even during pregnancy and childbirth; (3)
married women who have more than one child; (4) married
women who aged under 45 years; and (5) married women
who have earned at least a bachelor’s degree. Then, the
principal investigator conducted telephone interviews for
selecting participations, after which 25 of the 40 potential
participants who met the inclusion criteria were selected for
the final analysis.

Data Collection
The concept mapping method (Trochim, 1989) used in this
research is based on late positivism (Wheeldon, 2010). While
it uses objective and standardized procedures, it is based on
the constructivist notion that social reality is relative (Kane and
Trochim, 2007). The concept mapping method collects data
through qualitative approaches to derive subjective experience
of the research subject. However, it includes both quantitative
and qualitative research in that it verifies the collected data
using quantitative methods (Daughtry and Kunkel, 1993; Paulson
et al., 1999; White and Farrell, 2001; Kane and Trochim,
2007). So far, there have been few attempts to understand the
characteristics and concepts of highly educated married women’s
motivations to continue their career. Therefore, this study used
the concept mapping method (Trochim, 1989) to determine
how highly educated married women perceive such motivation.
The questions asked in the interviews were formulated based
on the literature review and procedures suggested for the
concept mapping method.

The interviews were conducted face-to-face (n = 25). During
the face-to-face interviews, which lasted from 50 to 60 min,
participants were asked to freely speak about their experiences
regarding the focus question. After each interview, the principal
investigator transcribed the recorded interviews, and extracted
all statements that could be considered motivations. The
principal investigator then mailed participants and asked them
to compare the statements with what they had written at the end
of the interview.
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Sorting Procedures and Data Analysis
Strategy
The 25 participants generated 308 statements about career
persistence motivation. After all interviews were completed,
researcher(s) worked to pare down the 308 statements, and a
10-member team of interviewers examined the adequacy of the
excluded statements. In total, 67 unique and clear statements
were identified during the data reduction process. Following this,
the principal investigator sent 67 cards with the statements and
asked the 25 participants to perform two “structuring” tasks with
the 67 statements (i.e., task-sorting cards and rating statements).
First, they were asked to group cards with similar meanings
using the following rules. Sorting rules were as follows: (1) all
statements (cards) could not be put into a single group, (2)
all statements (cards) could not be put into their own separate
groups, (3) one statement (card) could not be put into two
groups, and (4) there could not be any “miscellaneous” groups.
Second, they were asked to rate each of the 67 statements of
career persistence motivation in terms of importance and degree
of similarity to their own experiences.

A HCA using Ward’s algorithm is a widely used method
for dividing statements into clusters of similar concepts (Kane
and Trochim, 2007). Specifically, HCA partitions the point map
created through MDS into clusters of related statements and
superimposes this cluster solution onto the two-dimensional
MDS plot (Bedi and Alexander, 2009). The cluster boundaries
around groups of points represent statements that are more
frequently sorted together. The key task is to decide on the
number of clusters. For this, the researcher examined which
cluster solution made sense theoretically, and then made a
final decision on the number of clusters. Following this, the
researcher examined the overall statements distributed on both
sides of the X and Y axes to determine whether they served their
intended purpose as dimensions in explaining the characteristics
of each statement. All concept mapping data were analyzed
using SPSS 18.0.

RESULTS

Multidimensional Scaling Analysis
A 67 × 67 binary square matrix was created from the responses
of the 25 participants. Values in the matrix were either 0 or 1,
where 1 indicated that the two statements were placed in the
same pile. The next step was to sum the similarity ratings of the
25 participants. From that matrix and through the MDS, a two-
dimensional concept map of distances showing the similarity of
statements between the 67 statements based on the sorts of the 25
participants was created.

Stress values measure the degree to which the distances on
the map are discrepant from the values in the input similarity
matrix (Kane and Trochim, 2007). In this study, two-dimensional
solution was selected based on stress values (stress value = 0.13).
Kruskal and Wish (1978) indicate that it is generally easier
to work with two-dimensional configurations than with those
involving more dimensions, and that ease of use considerations

are also important in decisions regarding dimensionality. The
literature on MDS (Kruskal and Wish, 1978) argues that it
is desirable to have a stress value of 0.10 or lower. However,
Clarke (1993) mentioned that if stress values are above 0.20,
misinterpretation of the results can be derived, but less than 0.20
is an acceptable criterion. Also, Trochim (1993) noted that a
stress value of 0.10 or lower is an inappropriate standard in most
concept mapping contexts, and stress values in concept mapping
research are likely to range between 0.20 and 0.36.

The researcher examined the overall statements distributed on
both sides of the X and Y axes (see Figure 1). First, statements
that represented intrinsic motivation such as finding enjoyment
in work or one’s identity as a working individual were located
on the left side of the axis, while extrinsic motivation such
as relational and economic factors emerged on the right side
of the axis. Regarding the reasons for keeping their careers,
highly educated married women perceive the intrinsic motivation
as related to work itself, while extrinsic motivation includes
relationships and financial factors. In other words, married
women’s reasons for continuing to work reflect an intrinsic
perspective such as the sense of accomplishment, satisfaction, and
attachment associated with work itself, as well as an extrinsic
perspective such as relationships and financial reasons. These
reasons are similar to the intrinsic and extrinsic motivation
discussed in the existing motivation research and theory (Deci,
1971, 1975; Clayton and Smith, 1987). In keeping with SDT
(Deci and Ryan, 2000), these findings indicate that motives spring
from different degrees of self-determination depending on the
extent to which the motivation is internalized. As such, high
self-determination indicates an internalized motive based on
the personal meaning and importance of work. On the other
hand, external factors stemming from low self-determination
play an important role in women’s persistence to work and
lead to different results from those of internalized motivation.
Accordingly, the X-axis was labeled as “source of motivation”
(intrinsic-extrinsic motivation for work).

Next, statements that represented approach motivations such
as the high need for achievement and financial motivations were
distributed at the bottom of the axis, while those that represented
avoidance motivations such as avoiding childcare and housework
were distributed at the top. An approach motivation refers to the
actions taken to produce positive and ideal outcomes, while an
avoidance motivation refers to actions taken to avoid negative
or undesirable matters or possibilities (Elliot, 1999). In addition,
avoidance motivation results in actions for survival, rather than
in efforts to achieve a certain goal. Performance-avoidance and
mastery-avoidance goals may lead to anxiety and negligence
in the context of achievement and so lower performance and
internal motives (Cury et al., 2006). Therefore, the Y-axis was
labeled as “direction of behavior with regard to positive or
negative stimuli” (approach-avoidance motivation for work).

Hierarchical Cluster Analysis
In this study, two-stage clustering as suggested by Hair and
Black (2000) was performed. First, the number of clusters was
determined based on the variability and interpretation of the
aggregation schedule developed through Ward’s hierarchical
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FIGURE 1 | Cluster map of married women’s career persistence motivation.

clustering method. Assuming four and five clusters, the difference
in the coefficient dropped sharply, but started to slow down from
six. In the second stage, the average score of each group was put
into the seed points and the K-means analysis was performed
(Hair and Black, 2000; Everitt et al., 2011).

The conceptual clusters in the two-dimensional stress map
were as follows (see Table 1): low interest in childcare and
housework (Cluster 1) (seven items, e.g., “I continue working
because I am not interested in childcare and housework”), family-
related reasons (Cluster 2) (nine items, e.g., “I continue working
because I may have to participate more in my husband’s family
affairs if I quit my job”), high need for achievement (Cluster 3)
(six items, e.g., “I continue working because I am afraid of the
severance of my working experience”), financial issues (Cluster
4) (nine items, e.g., “I continue working for financial reasons
like education fees, purchasing a house, and living expenses”),
self-actualization and work satisfaction (Cluster 5) (28 items,
e.g., “I continue working because my work enables me to feel
my existence, value, and identity”), and positive perception of
working women (Cluster 6) (eight items, e.g., “I continue working
because I want to become a good role model to the next

generation as a new type of women, rather than playing a role
as a traditional housewife and mother”).

Importance and Experience Similarity
Ratings
The average rating of the importance and similarity of each
cluster, as understood by participants, was calculated by taking
the average rating of importance attached to the statements
(see Table 2). An examination of the cluster importance shows
that the “Financial Motivations” was the most important cluster
(important rating average = 3.80). “Positive Perception of
Working Women” had the lowest cluster average importance
rating of all the clusters (important rating average = 2.57).
Next, the average rating of similarity to participant’s own
experiences was calculated by taking the average rating of
similarity that provided to the statements. Participants rated the
“Financial Motivations” as the most similar cluster with their own
experiences (similarity rating average = 3.68. Participants rated
the “Low Interests in Childcare and Housework” and “Positive
Perception of Working Women” as the lowest similar cluster with
their own experiences (similarity rating average = 2.50).
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TABLE 1 | Statements by career persistence motivation cluster.

Statement (examples)

Cluster 1 Low Interests in Childcare and Housework (Seven Items)

21 I continue working because I am not interested in childcare and housework.

22 I continue working because childcare and housework do not fit my aptitude.

24 I continue working because I get more stress from childcare than my work.

30 I continue working because my work becomes a hideout from housework and childcare.

29 I continue working because I feel kind of relaxed in my work as having more free time and getting out of childcare.

Cluster 2 Family-Related Motivations (Nine Items)

9 I continue working because I can understand better of my husband’s social life and I do not have to fully depend on my husband in our
relationship.

10 I continue working because my children and husband might recognize and be proud of my work.

11 I continue working because I want to be a good role model to my children who have to keep working even after getting married in the future.

16 I continue working because I have been educated to continue working since I was young and my mother also wants me to keep working.

59 I continue working because my husband’s family understands me even when I cannot participate in family events or I am not good at
housework.

Cluster 3 High Need for Achievement (Six Items)

4 I continue working because I am afraid of the severance of my work experiences.

61 I continue working because my competitiveness would drop in my area and also it would be tough to adapt to the rapidly changing
environment when quitting my job.

50 I continue working because I do not want to give up my work experience built up in the current work.

3 I continue working because I am afraid of falling behind my friends if I quit my job.

1 I continue working because it would be impossible to get a job in the same condition as the one now after quitting this job.

Cluster 4: Financial Motivations (Nine Items)

18 I continue working because I can give some help to my parents’ home when it is necessary without trying to read my husband’s mind.

19 I continue working because I can equally contribute to domestic economy and become confident with husband and his family.

14 I continue working because my husband wants a dual income as a requirement.

25 I continue working for financial issues like education fee, purchasing a house and living expenses.

26 I continue working because it would be tough to maintain the current lifestyle if I quit my job.

Cluster 5 Self-Actualization and Work Satisfaction (Twenty-eight Items)

34 I continue working because I think that I should not give up my work to live independent life without depending on others.

47 I continue working because I am accustomed to my stable job as my work experiences get longer.

20 I continue working because I am scared of losing my own identity and something that can explain myself when quitting my job.

35 I continue working because my work enables me to feel my existence, value and identity.

44 I continue working because I am satisfied with the current job and work.

Cluster 6 Positive Perception of Working Women (Eight Items)

5 I continue working because I feel guilty about leaving the company for personal reasons like childcare.

60 I continue working because I might have narrow views to the world and feel degraded as a woman and a member of society when
concentrating on only childcare.

64 I continue working because I want to become a good role model to the next generation as a new type of women, rather than playing a role
as a traditional housewife and mother.

51 I continue working because I do not understand quitting my job due to marriage and childcare as continuing work after getting married has
been such a natural thing since I was young.

52 I continue working due to the responsibility for my work in the company.

DISCUSSION

The motivation of highly educated married women is grouped
into the following clusters. In total, six career motivations were
identified, including “low interest in childcare and housework,”
“family-related reasons,” “high need for achievement,” “financial
reasons,” “self-actualization and work satisfaction,” and “positive
perception of working women.”

First, low interest in childcare and housework included
motivations such as avoiding childcare and housework,
participating less in housework or affairs relating to in-laws,

and preparing for the time when children grow up and no
longer require care. In Korea, a study by Jang (2002) revealed
consistent results among married women concerning avoidance
motivations stemming from childcare. In Jang’s study, attending
university was a good justification for escaping forced childcare
for married Korean women who reentered university. These
results are further explained in an earlier study (Um and Yang,
2011) that revealed that highly educated women want to continue
their work, because they are more interested and satisfied with
it than with childcare and housework. Moreover, in Korea, if
women do not work, they are expected to take full responsibility
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TABLE 2 | Importance and similarity rating average.

Cluster name M SD

Importance Rating Cluster 1 Low Interests in Childcare and
Housework

2.65 0.81

Cluster 2 Family-Related Reasons 3.14 0.65

Cluster3 High Need for Achievement 3.60 0.67

Cluster 4 Financial Issues 3.80 0.72

Cluster 5 Self-Actualization and Work
Satisfaction

3.70 0.62

Cluster 6 Positive Perception of
Working Women

2.57 0.57

Similarity Rating Cluster 1 Low Interests in Childcare and
Housework

2.50 0.99

Cluster 2 Family-Related Reasons 3.04 0.76

Cluster 3 High Need for Achievement 3.50 0.81

Cluster 4 Financial Issues 3.68 0.90

Cluster 5 Self-Actualization and Work
Satisfaction

3.54 0.65

Cluster 6 Positive Perception of
Working Women

2.50 0.74

Note. Statements within each category were rated for importance and similarity
on a seven-point Likert type scale ranging from 1 = not important/not similar to
7 = extremely important/extremely similar.

for childcare and household chores, and more actively participate
in family events (Kim and Seo, 2012).

Second, highly educated married women in Korea appeared
to consider issues pertaining to relationships with their husbands
and parents-in-law as important motivators to retain their
careers. Korean women are still keenly aware that as soon as
they are married, they have to undergo the process of being
accepted as a member of the family by sacrificing themselves for
their husbands and parents-in-law. In a study on highly educated
married women in India, Dubey and Tiwari (2014) found that a
main motive was “because husbands want to continue working.”
This means that in a collective culture, family expectations can be
an incentive to continue working.

Next, the high need for achievement was also mentioned as a
motivation for women to continue working. The items included
fear of losing competitiveness in the field after giving up work or
a desire for high achievement and competitiveness. In particular,
women feared that they might have to opt for the types of jobs
easy for them to obtain, rather than regaining employment in
the field they worked in (Lee and Kim, 2014). These results
suggest that women perceive high social obstacles and have low
expectations in terms of being able to work again in the same field
after giving up work for childcare or housework responsibilities at
a point in life when they should be working (Kim, 2003; Ryu et al.,
2016). The results of this study reflect these constraints, based on
which Korean women are perceived. Therefore, it is necessary to
review European cases including flexible working and working
hours to help married women continue their work (Yang, 2018).

Fourth, financial issues were found to be a major factor in
the work life of highly educated women in Korea. Examples
of items included for the financial motivation factor, apart
from responding to financial needs or difficulties, were financial

support for children and financial freedom. In a study by Bezzina
et al. (2013) on Belgian married women, economic stability was
derived as a major motivation. In addition, the inclusion of the
item “achieving financial independence” implies that financial
independence is important for married women (Jang and
Merriam, 2005; Lee and Lee, 2014). This research also replicates
the findings of previous studies that indicated the importance
of a multi-dimensional understanding of financial motivations,
which have different characteristics. In particular, financial
independence from a spouse and the desire to secure their own
income were major financial motivations (Ismail, 2012).

Moreover, in line with the Korean sentiment that encourages
parents to make sacrifices for their children’s education, many
women continue working to earn money to cover private
education expenses. In fact, economic motivation was the highest
in the importance and similarity evaluation of experience,
and aspects in this group are connected to the economic
needs for family and child support, indicating the relationship-
focused characteristics of Korean women. Therefore, it is
necessary to understand the economic motivation of Korean
married women in connection with their relational motivation.
In Korea, children’s success tends to be perceived as the
mother’s success; thus, women’s financial support for children’s
education is gradually gaining importance, which is contrary
to how thus far in South Korea, only the emotional role
of women has been emphasized in their relationship with
children (Kim and Siegfried, 2001). Consequently, highly
educated married women may feel a double burden, as
they must provide both emotional support as mothers and
financial support, which may pressure them to maintain their
careers involuntarily despite the difficulties experienced in
having multiple roles.

Next, self-actualization and work satisfaction are frequently
mentioned in previous research, as is enjoyment of the work and
attachment to it. In particular, the fact that one’s identity can be
explained through work was mentioned as a major motive for
married women. For example, women perceived work as having
an important role in identity formation, since work is regarded
as self-development, whereas childcare and housework involve
taking care of others. This result was consistent with that in prior
research, and can be interpreted as the internalization of a value
system that regards paid work as more valuable than childcare
and housework (Lee and Lee, 2014). These results are similar to
results from studies conducted in other countries, which showed
that women continue their careers for personal growth (Faisal
and Khan, 2011; Bezzina et al., 2013).

Furthermore, this research found that positive perception of
working women provided another compelling reason for highly
educated women to continue to work. They have a clear identity
as working professionals, not as housewives, and do not consider
giving up their careers for childcare and housework. In addition,
they mentioned the benefit of providing role models for their
children—male and female—in terms of working outside the
home. Choi and Kim (2007) further revealed that women who
continued to work had a higher level of self-acceptance as
professional workers. Although these women experience similar
stress from playing multiple roles in their lives, they display a
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higher motivation for self-fulfillment and expend more effort to
achieve definite career goals.

As mentioned in the beginning of this study, sexual stereotype
that exists in Korean society is commonly derived from clusters.
In this study, the majority of participants had the greatest
conflict with maternal roles, similar to those mentioned in
the existing theory (Heiss, 1981) and studies (Elvin-Nowak
and Thomsson, 2001; Del Boca et al., 2009), and the most
difficult problem in continuing work was the problem of
childcare. Women mentioned feeling guilty about not raising
children directly, and most women had internalized social
prejudices about their mother roles. This may reflect the
reality of Korea, where the role of childcare and education
is concentrated on women. Previous studies (Joo, 2005; Won,
2015) revealed that the higher the subjective satisfaction of
the economic situation, the lower the negative impact of the
mother’s participation in the labor market on the development
of children, and the higher the satisfaction of the dual role
performance as mothers and workers. In this study, it was
found that participants with high salaries showed less conflict
about quitting their jobs and the more alternatives to raise
children were found. Also, the participants who received high
salary expected that their children would be able to invest
more for education and to play a better role as parents after
their children became upper graders in elementary school.
However, the participants with relatively low salary showed high
conflicts between work and family. Therefore, it is necessary
to discuss alternatives that can provide sufficient compensation
by improving the quality of women’s jobs, and the fact
that women in Korea undergo more conflict between child
rearing and work may be linked to the problem of wage gap
between men and women.

Finally, the following section examines the importance of the
motivation of highly educated married women to maintain their
careers and the degree of similarity to their own experiences. The
participants rated financial motivations as the most important
and perceived it to be most similar to the motivation they
actually experienced. In addition, they rated the statement “I
continue working for economic affluence in my family” as
the most important and perceived it as most similar to the
motivation they experienced. When most participants mentioned
financial motivations during the interview, they focused on living
a better life or securing the means to pay for their children’s
education. The results reflect their investment and involvement
in private education (Bae et al., 2015). In addition, a strong
determination to achieve financial independence from their
spouse was evident. This may be regarded as a reflection of
women’s determination to be an equal, independent agent in
the household through financial independence from the spouse.
This is aligned to the increase in women’s tendency to explain
their identity as an agent performing financial activities (Lee and
Lee, 2014). This finding replicates the results of previous studies
that confirmed that the financial needs (e.g., child education,
family expanses) women experience in their life stages become
important factors in motivating them to continue working (Jang,
2002; Rosada et al., 2013).

Implications and Recommendations
Several implications regarding the improvement of social
perceptions and design of support systems for highly educated
married women may be drawn from this study. First, this
research provides opportunities to think about the personal
meanings that married women give to their work and to alter
social perceptions of married women’s work. The women who
participated in this study constantly experienced conflict between
work and family as they continued working without career
interruptions (several participations #1, #4, #10 stated “I think
it was the hardest thing to have no one to take care of. I
was thinking about quitting because I didn’t have time to
take care of my children properly and I couldn’t concentrate
on my work due to childcare.”). However, their identities in
connection with work resulted in their high self-esteem and
strong sense of positive perception of working women. They
had the positive perception that, despite the difficulties of their
present circumstances, they may be better role models as working
mothers in the future. They perceived work and family as a
single process of adapting to two different roles, rather than
as independent areas that require them to base their identity
in one over the other. Thus, these women demonstrated an
internalized motive for work at the personal level and found
much satisfaction in their work—they believed work to be a
matter of personal choice.

In this study, women wanted to continue working for
self-development and personal success, even after marriage.
In particular, high need for achievement was assessed as
the important motivation in assessing participants’ importance
and experience similarity. In fact, many of the women who
participated in the study were concerned that if they quit their
jobs for childbirth or childcare, they would not be able to
find work in line with their previous experience or would fall
behind in terms of social achievement. These results reveal
the necessity for flexible career development and management
for women, as well as improvement of their expertise, based
on their life cycle. Specifically, it is necessary to keep track
of and manage the career development of female employees
in all positions to manage the career interruption of talented
female employees in companies. In addition, it should be
stipulated that women are assigned tasks in which they can
utilize experience from their previous career even after career
interruption (participants # 15, #27 stated “Women who have
experienced career interruptions in our country are forced to
find mart cashiers or simple chores, but I think we need
to further expand the system that allows women to work
on their previous careers.”). It is also necessary to devise
a plan for motivating women who consider their interests
and expertise in their work as important beyond the work
culture, career planning, and compensation system according to
men’s standards.

This paper also has theoretical implication as follows. In this
study, career motivation of highly educated married women
was classified according to intrinsic-extrinsic criteria, which
was similar to the assumptions of Ryan and Deci’s (2000)
SDT. However, relatively few studies have examined career

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 May 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 1073

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-01073 May 27, 2020 Time: 12:56 # 10

Kim Married Women’s Career Motivation

motivations of married women by focusing on individual
differences and there have been limitations in developing
and verifying research or theories to find mediating and
moderating variables to help women continue their careers
in the fields of counseling and education. The results
of this study suggest that, beyond these limitations, the
assumptions and theoretical framework of self-determination
can be applied in explaining the career motivation of highly
educated married women in collectivist cultures. Follow-
up studies should examine the relationship between career
persistence and career achievement and satisfaction and
subjective psychological well-being in highly educated married
women based on the SDT. In addition, further studies
should verify the applicability of a program that can improve
intrinsic motivation.

Limitations and Future Research
Directions
Several limitations of this research should be noted. First,
the findings are based on a relatively small number of
participants; thus, they might not accurately reflect the
perspectives of the broader population of highly educated
married women. In this research, the average age of participants
was 35.03 years and 62.01% have one child. Thus, the
participants of this study are relatively young and have
few children. In addition, the participants in this study
were highly educated women with bachelor’s and master’s
degrees, and there were many people working in office jobs
rather than professional jobs. Therefore, the results of this
study are limited in applying to highly educated women
with doctoral degrees or professional positions. Therefore,
the research results should be further tested to improve
external validity among a larger more representative sample
of highly educated married women. Second, this research
is based on participants’ self-reports. Retrospective recall
can sometimes result in forgetting important aspects or
nuances of experiences, because people recreate the memory
based on other memories. Furthermore, this may occur
because of the social demands of the interview situation
(Nisbett and Wilson, 1977).

CONCLUSION

The present study is the first to conceptualize career motivations
of highly educated married women. Motivation is a psychological
concept explored by various theories, and vigorous research is
being conducted to test these theories in the field of career
research using motivation as the key concept. Therefore, this
study conceptualized the motives of the highly educated married
women and laid the foundation for subsequent studies. In
particular, the lack of research on the career development and
choices of highly educated married women in the context
of psychological theories and concepts has consistently been
pointed out. The present study expects to somewhat ameliorate
this deficiency and provide a starting point to future research.
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