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UNDERSTANDING RECENT FERTILITY DECLINE IN KOREA

1. Introduction

It is very well known that fertility has been steadily declined to a remarkably lower
Jevel in Korea. Young couples in recent years are likely to have one or two children at
most. When compared to higher fertility in the past, for example total fertility rate of
6.0 about 40 years ago, the achievement of lower fertility below the replacement level in
such a short time period can be thought marvelous.

Koreans and Korean society were shocked at the news report that total fertility rate in
2001 was just 1.3. Mass media heralded as if Korean society suddenly entered the era
of lower fertility in the onset of the 21* century. In order to deal with the problem of
lower fertility, conferences and workshops including sct_lqlars; government officials and
policy makers were held in recent years. Causes of rapid decline of fertility and
possible policies to curb the extreme decrease of fertility were widely discussed in those
occasions. There is, however, no consensus on causes of sharp decline of fertility and
possible treatment for the problems generated b& decreasing fertility.

The objective of this research is to understand causes of rapid decline of fertility from
an economic point of view. This research pays a particular attention to the impact of the
economic crisis that swept down almost. all Asian countries in the late 1990s. The
economic crisis has exerted a great impact on everyday life of ordinary people in most
Asian countries including Korea. Fertility is no exception to this. Not only timing of

childbearing but also size of childbirth has been affected greatly by the economic '



constraints. This research aims at showing briefly how the economic crisis has affected

the recent fertility decline in Korea.

2. Fertility Transition in Korea

Korea completed fertility transition under the replacement level in the middle of the
1980s. In 1970, totai fertility rate (TFR) was as high as 4.53. But in four years, it fell to
3.81, namely below 4 in 1974. In four years again, TFR dropped to 2.65, now below 3
in 1978. Finally, TFR in Korea fell below 2, the replacement level in 1984 (see Table
1).

Even after fertility reached the replacement level, it kept on decreasing far below the
replacement level through the 1980s. It hit the bottom in 1987, when TFR was 1.55.
Fertility, then, slightly began to increase up to 1.78 in TFR in 1992. It, however, once
again turned downward since it peaked in 1992. In particular, the pace of decline of
fertility began to be accelerated after 1995. TFR which was 1.65 in 1995 turned into
1.58, 1.54, 1.47 and 1.42 in 1996, 1997, 1998, and 1999, respectively. Finally, fertility
hit the bottom once again, 1.3 in TFR in 2001.

Although fertility has kept on decreasing even after it passed the replacement level in
the early 1980s, Koreans and Korean society seem to be surprised at currently lower
fertility as if the lower fertility has been reached so suddenly and unnoticed. Baut it is
never true to say that fertility has been lowered abruptly in Korea. Except for the short
period of fluctuation of TFR in the early 1990s, which is likely to happen when the pace
of decline of fertility is so fast in a society (e.g. Bongaarts, 1999), fertility has kept on
decreasing for a long time in Korea. What makes us surprised is the unexpected pace of

decline of fertility in the latter half of the 1990s. I will describe more about this later.
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Table 1 CBR, TFR and Sex Ratio at Birth in Korea, 1970-2001

Year CBR TFR Sex Ratio
1970 31.2 4.53 109.5
1971 312 454 - 109.0
1972 285 4.14 109.5
1978 284 4.10 104.6
1974  26.6 3.81 109.4
1975 248 3.47 112.4
1976 222 8.05 110.7
1977 227 3.02 104.2
1978  20.4 2.65 111.3
1979  23.0 2.90 106.4
1980 227 283 105.3
1981  22.7 2.66 107.2
1982 218 2.42 106.8
1983 195 2.08 107.3
1984 16.9 '1.76 108.3
1985  16.2 1.67 109.4
1986 156 1.60 111.7
1987 15.1 1.55 .108.8
1988 152 156 113.3
1989  15.2 1.58 111.7
1990 154 1.59 116.5
1991 16.6 1.74 . 1124
1992  16.9 1.78 113.6
1993 164 1.67 115.3
1994  16.3 1.67 115.2
1995  16.0 1.65 113.2
1996 15.3 1.58 111.6
1997 148 1.54 - - 108.2
1998  13.8 1.47 110.1
1999 13.2 1.42 109.8
2000 13.4 1.47 110.2
2001 11.6 1.30 109.0

Source: KNSO(2002a:28-29, Table 1)
Korean society began to face a new demographic problem with the decreasing fertility

in the 1980s. Sex ratio at birth fluctuated until fertility reached the replacement level in

the 1980s. It was sometimes higher than the sex ratio at birth in a natural setting



although selective abortion was not widely possible at those times. But there was no
wide distortion in sex ratio at birth before fertility was lowered to below the
replacement level. With the continued decline of fertility in the latter half of the 1980s,
however, Korean society had to face a tremendously distorted sex ratio at birth. Sex
ratio at birth has fluctuated between 108.8 and 116.5 since 1986. During this period, the
years when sex ratio at birth was as low as below 110 were only 1987, 1997, and 1999.
Except for these three years since 1986, sex ratio at birth was always higher than 110,
which cannot occur without artificial interruption on conception and childbirth (see

Figure 1).

Figure 1 TFR and Sex Ratio at Birth in Korea, 1970-2001.
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Sex ratio for the first parity in recent years is absolutely as normal as we can observe
in a natural setting. Sex ratio for the second parity has also become as normal as that
for the first parity. For instance, sex ratio for the second parity was 112.4, 109.8, and
106.4 in 1992, 1996 and 2001, respectively. But sex ratio for the third or higher parity

is still likely to be deviated greatly from that of a natural setting. It was as high as 206.0



for the third or higher parity in 1993. Since 1993 has the sex ratio for the third or higher
parity been fluctuating between 135.5 and 206.6. Although it is not so high as in the
past, sex ratio for the third or higher parity is still far from that of a natural setting. This
contributes to maintaining higher sex ratio at birth in current Korean society. Ina
sbciety of lower fertility, unbalanced sex ratio at birth raises another social problem of
the instability of marriage market and family system.

Demographers frequently analyze fertility only from the demographic perspective. In
this research, 1 propose to consider the changes in fertility from the perspective of the -
family as a social institution with the help of the life course perspective. Currently
lower fertility is not an isolated demographic phenomenon from the changing family
system and family'values in Korea. Generally speaking, marriage signals the family
formation in Korea. Although marriage as a social institution seems to lose its
significance gradually even in a Confucian society, cohabitation is not recognized as an
altemative to marriage in Korean society. Childbearing can be understood as the
opportunity of the expanded reproduction of the family. Children born out of wedlock,
however, are very negatively stigmatized in Korea, so that the number of illegitimate
births is still negligible. Thus, fertility cannot help but have a direct and stroné tie with
marriage within Korean family system. Divorce is one of the events signaling the
dissolution of the family. Although the significance of divorce in determining fertility
is not so strong as marriage within family system, increasing divorce not only makes the
family unstable but also affects fertiiity slightly in Korea.

If we understand that fertﬂity is closgly related to marriage and divorce, and that
marriage, childbearing and divorce are three major components of the family, changes

of fertility needs to be seen from the perspective of the changing family system in Korea.
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Then we can broaden our understanding of causes and effects of fertility change beyond
a merely narrow demographic analysis.
The following Table 2 and Figure 2 show how three components of the family have

changed since 1970.

Table 2 Changes of Fertility, Marriage and Divorce in Korea, 1970-2001

Year TFR CMR CDiR
1970 4.53 9.2 0.4
1971 4.54 7.3 0.3
1972 4.14 7.3 0.4
1973 4.10 7.6 0.4
1974 3.81 7.5 04
1975 3.47 8.0 0.5
1976 3.05 8.0 0.5
1977 3.02 8.3 0.6
1978 2.65 9.3 0.5
1979 2.90 9.4 0.5
1980 2.83 10.6 0.6
1981 2.66 94 0.6
1982 2.42 9.2 0.7
1983 2.08 9.2 0.7
1984 1.76 8.9 0.9
1985 1.67 9.2 1.0
1986 1.60 9.2 1.0
1987 1.55 9.1 1.0
1988 1.56 9.2 1.0
1989 1.58 9.4 1.0
1990 1.59 9.3 11
1991 1.74 9.6 11
1992 1.78 9.6 1.2
1993 1.67 9.0 1.3
1994 1.67 8.7 1.4
1995 1.65 8.7 1.5
1996 1.58 94 1.7
1997 1.54 8.4 2.0
1998 1.47 8.0 2.5
1999 1.42 7.7 2.5
2000 1.47 7.0 2.5
2001 1.30 6.7 2.8
2002 6.4 3.0

Source: KNSO(2002a:28-29, Table 1; 2002b:12, Table 1); KNSO(2003).
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