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ABSTRACT
The study explored the leisure behaviors and factors affecting leisure
among mothers and fathers in Korean Transnational Split families
(KTSF). Transnationalism served as the theoretical framework in this
study. Data were collected with the use of 19 individual in-depth
interviews with KTSF mothers residing in the U.S. and fathers
residing in Korea. The leisure of women in the U.S. involved
participating in similar activities as in Korea, yet the motivations for
participation were different in the new environment. Their leisure
was shaped by family separation, immigration status, and the family
life stage. Fathers in Korea engaged in active leisure pursuits such as
exercising, golf, and tennis, as well as socializing and home-based
activities, to distract themselves from loneliness and family
separation, and to address health issues caused by overwork.
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Research on leisure behaviors among families has a long tradition in the field of leisure
sciences (Hodge et al., 2015; Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001). As Trussell et al. (2017)
have observed, however, the majority of studies conducted to date have focused on
“traditional” heteronormative, middle-class families, and the empirical leisure literature
on “non-traditional” families (e.g., LGBTQþ, adoptive, military, with nonresident
fathers, ethnic/racial minorities) is only developing (Sharaievska & Hodge, 2018). Even
less is known about leisure among families from non-Western cultures (Aslan, 2009;
Christenson et al., 2006) and among families whose parents live separated across
national borders. The purpose of the current study was to contribute to this emerging
scholarship and to examine leisure behaviors of mothers and fathers in Korean
Transnational Split Families (KTSF). By doing that, this study contributes to the family
leisure and transnational scholarship by elucidating the interconnected effects of family
separation, cultural backgrounds, family stages, and immigration on leisure behaviors
of parents in transnational unions.
KTSF, in which usually the father remains in Korea and supports his wife and

children abroad, represent a special case of global householding which flourished
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in response to the globalization of the country’s economy in the 1990s, a strong push to
expand its markets, and to develop a cosmopolitan population of fluent English speakers
(Abelmann et al., 2014; Abelmann & Kang, 2014; Lee & Koo, 2006). Parents’ belief that
their children’s study abroad is the most efficient way of capital accumulation (Waters,
2005) has contributed to tens of thousands of Korean families deciding to live in split
family arrangements. As Finch and Kim (2012) described, the KTSF experience “has
become so widespread that it is now part of mainstream middle-class Korean culture” (p.
503). The phrase kirogi kajok (기러기가 ) has often been used to describe the KTSF
arrangement as kirogi (기러기 : wild geese) are known for their marital fidelity, lifelong
commitment to their families, and traveling long distances to keep their families company
(Finch & Kim, 2012). The duration of family separation among KTSF ranges from several
months to over 10 years (Finch & Kim, 2012; Lee & Koo, 2006). During that time, fami-
lies maintain close connections through frequent travel and communication via phone, e-
mail, instant messaging, and Skype (Waters, 2010). KTSF living arrangements involve
great financial and emotional sacrifices for all family members. Popular media has argued
that KTSF fathers sacrifice the most since they live alone in Korea and send remittances
to support their families abroad (Ju, 2018, March 25). Studies have found that mothers
and children also experience mental health issues due to the stress of adaptation to the
host country and lack of social support (Kim et al., 2014).
The existing research on KTSF is rooted in the well-established scholarship on inter-

national population mobility to the countries of the “Global North.” Much of this litera-
ture has focused on family members who left their home country and supported their
dependents back home by sending remittances (Van Hear, 1998). Studies of “flexible
citizens” from Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong focus on a reverse trend and explore
relationships in which one family member remains in the home country and supports
his or her dependents abroad (Abelmann et al., 2014; Abelmann & Kang, 2014).
Although the literature on KTSF has expanded significantly in the last 15 years, it is
selective in nature and suffers from a number of gaps (Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007; Waters,
2010). For instance, as Waters (2010) has argued, studies on KTSF have focused primar-
ily on the experiences of women, while the life conditions of men are significantly
understudied. In addition, while the majority of the existing studies within the broader
transnational discourse examined the lives of members of transnational families residing
abroad, Levitt and Jaworsky (2007) argued that there exists an “emerging consensus
among scholars” (p. 142) that immigration experiences should not be only studied from
the perspective of host countries and that more investigations on both sites of the trans-
national social field are needed. Lastly, there have been limited studies examining the
leisure of transnational families (Huang et al., 2015; Li & Stodolska, 2006; Stodolska &
Santos, 2006). More investigations of the leisure behavior of transnational families will
help us betterunderstand the dynamic nature of leisure by illustrating how the family
separation and adjustment to a new cultural environment can shape the leisure behav-
iors of mothers and fathers.
In response to these critiques and to fill the gaps in the existing leisure, transnational,

and ethnic studies literature, this manuscript explores the leisure behaviors of parents of
KTSF families. Specifically, its objectives were to examine leisure behaviors and factors
affecting leisure among KTSF mothers residing in the U.S. and fathers residing in
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Korea. Transnationalism (Guarnizo & Smith, 1998) served as the theoretical framework
for this study.

Theoretical framework: Transnationalism

The concept of transnationalism was proposed in the 1990s by Glick Schiller et al.
(1992), who argued that in the modern globalized world:

A new kind of migrating population is emerging, composed of those whose networks,
activities, and patterns of life encompass both their host and home societies. Their lives cut
across national boundaries and bring two societies into a single social field… a new
conceptualisation (sic) is needed in order to come to terms with the experience and
consciousness of this new migrant population. We call this new conceptualisation (sic)
‘transnationalism.’ (p.1)

Transnationalism encompasses a multitude of processes and actions that range from
the macro-level economic and political activities of global organizations (e.g., govern-
ments that regulate the flow of remittances or multinational corporations that initiate
and control labor flows) to micro-level activities such as traveling to the home country,
maintaining contacts with friends and families abroad and with other members of the
diaspora, and preserving cultural traditions of the home country (Guarnizo & Smith,
1998; Remennick, 2002).
The main underlying principle of transnationalism is that it leads to the development

of migrant communities whose members reside in more than one country and maintain
social, cultural, economic, and political links to their countries and communities of origin
(Nagel, 2002). They “do not develop firm ties to their host societies, but instead, construct
social fields that cross national borders” (Nagel, 2002, p. 973). Transnationalism is fueled
by technological advances in transportation and telecommunication, such as ubiquitous
air travel and new means of electronic communication (Vertovec, 2001).
A vast majority of studies that employed the transnational framework focused on the

economic links maintained by migrants with their countries of origin, issues of citizen-
ship, national identity, nation building and national stability, and the effects of trans-
national networks on the social and cultural fabric of ethnic communities in the
countries of destination and departure (Bailey et al., 2002; Remennick, 2002). Research
has also examined the lives of transnational families, including the experiences of
parents, children, and the elderly (Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007), as well as family dynamics
among the transnational migrants (Kobayashi & Preston, 2007; Waters, 2002, 2005,
2010). In particular, transnationalism has been used to describe “the ways in which
[familial] social relationships can operate over a significant distance, spanning national
borders” (Waters, 2002, p. 118). Kobayashi and Preston (2007) referred to the “paradox
of transnationalism” where kirogi families “make strategic decisions to separate in order
to maintain family unity and to advance the welfare of children” (p. 151). The existing
transnational scholarship is broad in scope, while the research on the functioning of
families in transnational arrangements is rapidly developing (Abelmann et al., 2014;
Finch & Kim, 2012). None of these studies, however, have put the effects of separation
on the leisure behaviors of parents in transnational relationships at the center of their
investigation. Furthermore, how this separation, in conjunction with the unique cultural
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backgrounds and adjustment pressures both in the home and host countries, shape leis-
ure behaviors of mothers and fathers in KTSF is still unknown.
There exist only three studies in the field of leisure that employed the concept of

transnationalism. Stodolska and Santos (2006) developed the concept of “transnational
leisure” and examined the effects of transnationalism on leisure behaviors among tem-
porary Mexican day laborers. Li and Stodolska (2006) research focused on the effects of
transnational arrangements on leisure behaviors among Chinese graduate students in
the U.S. Huang et al. (2015) study explored engagement in traditional and contempor-
ary transnational leisure activities among second-generation Chinese-Americans. None
of these studies, however, have examined leisure among transnational families across
both sides of the transnational social field. This study will add to this discourse by
examining leisure behaviors, including factors affecting leisure, among KTSF wives
residing in the U.S., and fathers residing in Korea.

Literature review

In this literature review, we will examine research on transnational family experience of
Korean women and men, and the literature on family leisure, with a specific focus on
leisure among split families.

Research on transnational split family migration

The experience of KTSF mothers

The important role of mothers in Korean families is rooted in Confucianism, which rel-
egates the primary responsibility for raising children to women and where mothers are
expected to further the status of their family through single-minded focus on the inter-
est and success of their children (Finch & Kim, 2012). Much of the transnational split
family scholarship portrays mothers as sacrificing their welfare and professional careers
to fulfill their traditionally-prescribed domestic roles (Abelmann & Kang, 2014; Waters,
2002). Studies that examined the experiences of kirogi mothers in the U.S. and Canada
revealed that they are unlikely to find jobs commensurate with their qualifications
(Waters, 2002). Thus, many women decide to postpone their careers for the duration of
their stay abroad and focus on supporting the educational success of their children
(Finch & Kim, 2012). The language and cultural barrier, at least in the initial adaptation
stage, severely constrain women’s lives, including involvement in their children’s educa-
tion and after school activities (Lee & Koo, 2006). To overcome this barrier, mothers
tend to rely on social support of other kirogi families or relatives who live in the area
(Lee & Koo, 2006). Women who cannot rely on the networks of other kirogi mothers
struggle with loneliness, helplessness, and depression (Waters, 2002).
A number of studies have also highlighted the empowerment and self-fulfillment of

women achieved through the process of migration (Abelmann & Kang, 2014). For
instance, research has shown that during their stay in the U.S., some kirogi mothers regis-
ter in local institutions of higher education, which allows them to pursue academic
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interests and obtain a student visa (Finch & Kim, 2012). Other studies have revealed that
although their daily lives are often busy with household responsibilities, many women
find time to pursue their passions and interests (Finch & Kim, 2012; Waters, 2005).

The experience of KTSF fathers

Research that examined the experiences of KTSF men in Korea is scarce. The existing
studies indicated that despite maintaining regular contact with their wives and children
abroad, fathers often suffer “indescribable difficulties of living alone” (Lee & Koo, 2006,
p. 550). Socializing with coworkers helps to decrease loneliness; however, weekends and
holidays remind them of family separation. Such experiences, particularly if prolonged
and coupled with financial and relationship difficulties, result in depression and negative
work performance (Abelmann & Kang, 2014; Finch & Kim, 2012; Lee & Koo, 2006).

Families and leisure

Research on leisure among families can be traced back to at least the 1990s (Shaw,
1992, 1997) and has experienced rapid development during the 2000s and 2010s (Hodge
et al., 2015; Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001, 2003). Trussell et al. (2017) (after Shaw,
1997) referred to a paradigmatic and theoretical duality in the North American scholar-
ship on family leisure and identified two main approaches in this literature. The first
one is the socio-psychological approach – exemplified by studies on the benefits of family
leisure involvement for family satisfaction, cohesion, adaptability, and functioning
(e.g., Agate et al., 2009; Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001, 2003). As Shaw and Trussell
et al. noted, this perspective stems from the belief that participation in family leisure
activities has a positive effect on the broader aspects of family functioning and down-
plays the often-contradictory nature of leisure engagements. Much of this scholarship
has employed the Family Systems Theory and the Circumplex Model of Family
Functioning and investigated core and balance types of family leisure engagements. The
second is the sociological-feminist approach – which highlights the contradictory nature
of family leisure and the complexities of family life (e.g., Shaw, 1997; Shaw & Dawson,
2001). In this approach, the emphasis is placed on the interactions between family
structures and broader societal systems and the impact of traditional gender role expect-
ations on women’s and families’ leisure. As of today, there exist at least four thorough
reviews of the family leisure literature, including some that focus on the family func-
tioning and the relationship between family leisure and family quality of life (Hodge
et al., 2015, 2017; Townsend et al., 2017; Trussell et al., 2017).
What is important from the perspective of this study, however, is that the majority

of the extant research in our field has focused on “traditional,” middle-class
Anglo-American families. As Trussell et al. (2017) argued,

As a whole, problematically, North American scholarship has largely continued to examine
family leisure within heteronormative structures (two heterosexual parents and school-aged
children), despite Shaw’s (1997) call for inclusive research that takes into account the
question of diversity among families.… Moreover, the assumption that family research is
based on adults with children remains highly problematic as well as the lack of recognition
of diverse types of unions including cohabitation or “living apart together” wherein
partners maintain separate residences. (p. 389)
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Studies on “non-traditional” families are only slowly emerging. For instance, there
exists limited research on the contribution of leisure to family bonding and satisfaction
with family life among non-Western samples (e.g., Aslan, 2009; Zabriskie et al., 2018)
and on leisure in minority families (e.g., Christenson et al., 2006). These studies have
called attention to the fact that leisure needs to be understood within the context of
non-Western-Anglo-Saxon cultural norms and values. The current study will add to the
body of literature on leisure in “non-traditional” families by examining leisure behaviors
among mothers and fathers in non-Western transnational families.
While the majority of leisure scholarship has focused on joint leisure among family

members (either both parents or parents and their children), limited studies have
focused on leisure among members of single-parent families and families with nonresi-
dent fathers (Hornberger et al., 2010; Sharaievska & Hodge, 2018; Swinton et al., 2008;
Werner & Shannon, 2013). Swinton et al. (2008) research showed that as the constraints
to participation increased, fathers’ involvement in leisure with their children and their
satisfaction with leisure have gone down. Sharaievska and Hodge (2018) revealed how
nonresident fathers employed technology to maintain a presence in their children’s lives,
to keep abreast of their interests, and engage in “active fathering.” Studies that examined
leisure in military families (e.g., Faber et al., 2008; Werner & Shannon, 2013; Wood
et al., 1995) found that the period of separation was characterized by ambiguous absence
where one of the partners was “physically separated from the family but still psycho-
logically present,” which created “a disruption in routines, roles, duties, and expect-
ations” within the family (Werner & Shannon, 2013, p. 64). In such families, one of the
parents had to assume new roles and responsibilities, including those related to house-
hold maintenance and providing additional support to children, which often caused
stress and depression. In Werner and Shannon (2013) study, leisure helped military
wives by providing a distraction, reducing anxiety, as well as offering a context for
building social networks and receiving support. However, many women described the
loss of personal leisure, including physical activity and social outings, during their hus-
band’s deployment. Wood et al. (1995) showed that involvement in community activ-
ities, church, family support groups, outings with girlfriends, spontaneous shopping
sprees, and dining out with friends helped military wives adjust to separation.
Overall, as Trussell et al. (2017) summarized the state of the extant scholarship on

leisure among families “represents only a beginning in understanding the rich complex-
ities and divergent meanings and experiences between family members as well as among
diverse family forms” (p. 395). Our research is designed to contribute to the knowledge
of how mass global migrations and the resulting family separation lead to diverse leisure
outcomes among family members.

Methods

This study was grounded in the interpretivist tradition of social science (Crotty, 1998).
Nineteen semi-structured, individual, in-depth interviews were conducted with KTSF
mothers and fathers. The interviews were conducted via zoom and lasted from
30minutes to 1 hour 45minutes. The interviews were part of a broader, mixed-methods
study whose goal was to examine the relationship among recreation patterns,
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transnational family contacts, and subjective well-being of KTSF. The interviews were
preceded by a survey of 326 KTSF adults residing in the U.S. and Korea. Only the find-
ings from the qualitative portion of the project are presented in this paper. The 12 ini-
tial interviewees were recruited from the survey respondents who had indicated their
willingness to participate in the qualitative portion of the study. Subsequent seven inter-
viewees were recruited using a snowball sampling method.
The participants included 9 women and 10 men between 28-57 years of age who were

not members of the same families. The women lived in the U.S. for between 1-19 years.
All men, except one, lived in Korea. Eighteen participants planned to be reunited with
their spouses at some point in the future, in most cases, after their children have gone
off to college or have finished college.
Most of the men were of middle-class status and included professors, salaried workers

for a big company, one retiree, and one graduate student. Only two of the interviewed
women worked outside of the home (one as a nurse and the other one as a waitress). The
remaining seven were stay-at-home mothers. Most women lived with their children, while
in a few cases some of the adult children already moved out to college. Six of the women
were permanent U.S. residents, one was a U.S. citizen, one was on a visiting visa, and one’s
visa status was unknown. To protect participants’ privacy, they were assigned pseudonyms.
The interviewees were asked a series of open-ended questions followed by probes

designed to elicit more in-depth responses. Among others, the interview questions cov-
ered topics of adjustment to family life after separation and changes in leisure activities
following separation. The sample questions included: “What kind of changes in your
family life have you experienced after the separation?” and “Have you noticed any
changes in the way you spend your free time before and after the family separation?”
All interviews have been conducted in Korean by one of the authors of the study (a
graduate student of Korean descent living in the U.S.) and by a post-doctoral scholar in
Korea. They were audio-recorded, transcribed in Korean, and translated to English by a
researcher fluent in both languages. The accuracy of translation was verified by two
independent individuals fluent in both languages.
After all the interviews had been transcribed, we analyzed them using a constant

comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). First, the data were divided into major
categories corresponding to the objectives of the study (i.e., leisure among mothers and
leisure among fathers during their separation period). Subsequently, we isolated themes
and sub-themes within each major category. For instance, within the category “leisure
among mothers in the U.S.” we isolated themes that pertained to the activities women
engaged in (e.g., the main types of leisure activities, the reasons why they engaged in
these activities, and the social networks of women) and factors affecting their leisure
(e.g., factors that were uniquely related to their split family status, those that were
related to the women’s immigration status, as well as those related to their family life
stage) (Hodge et al., 2015). After re-reading of the transcripts and synthesizing all the
relevant points, the coauthors agreed on the classification of the data among categories,
themes, and subthemes. Subsequently the transcripts were read one more time to ensure
that all of the important aspects of the phenomena had been accounted for.
To maximize the trustworthiness of the study, we employed Guba and Lincoln (2005)

criteria of fairness, ontological authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity,
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and tactical authenticity. For instance, we used member checks and strived to present
all the contradictory information that came up during the interviews, which helped to
promote fairness. Authenticity was increased by encouraging interviewees to voice their
opinions in a non-judgmental manner. Interview questions were also designed to allow
the interviewees to reflect on their separation experiences without placing judgment on
their feelings and opinions.

Findings

The findings consist of two main sections. First, we explore leisure among KTSF moth-
ers in the U.S., and second, we explore leisure among KTSF fathers in Korea.

Leisure among KTSF mothers in the U.S

Seven of the interviewed women continued participating in the same leisure activities as
they did in Korea. They included gardening, exercising, reading books, watching movies
and dramas, participating in yoga, walking, and cooking. Some shifts, however, from
more social activities to more home-based and individual pastimes were noticeable. For
instance, Gaeun described, “I just continue doing the same leisure activities I did in
Korea. There is a change in quantity. When I was in Korea, I frequently met people,
but here, I get to read and watch more movies.” She also participated in an online book
club. “It is called a NAVER Band, similar to a Kakaotalk texting app. In that Band,
each of the members shares what we read during the week and discuss it.” Eunji’s leis-
ure involved cooking her favorite Korean dishes and gardening - activities she engaged
in to cope with loneliness, feeling homesick for her country, and alienation in the new
environment. She commented,

Most of the time, I cook Korean food. I even make rice cake. I also like growing plants. In the
summer, I grow perilla leaf, pepper, pumpkins, and cucumbers. Although I live here, this place
feels like Korea. I think the feeling of loneliness or going through a hard time can really come
from food. You actually can have a feeling like you are having a harder time from not being
able to have food that you used to have. For example, cucumbers here are different from the
Korean ones; peppers have a weird look. Korean peppers and even the perilla leaf are
something that Americans don’t eat. These three ingredients are the main food ingredients
that really suit Koreans’ tastes. But since I have those three nearby me… [I’m less lonely].

Four women also spent free time exercising in local gyms or at home. Some of them fre-
quented gyms to stay connected to their Korean friends, while for others exercising was a
way to “kill time” and invest in their health while living in the U.S. Ari remarked that she
felt additional pressure as a sole caregiver to stay healthy: “I go to the fitness center because
of the psychological pressure that I have to be healthy since I am raising the children alone.”
Taehee explained that working out was her “me time” that she used for self-improvement.

Honestly, I have nothing much to do here [in the U.S.]. I cook for my kids… give them
rides…Those things take the whole day when I stay at home. And I think that I will have
nothing left for me if I go back [to Korea] after living like this, so I think of working out
as a second “me time.” So, I decided to start working out and learn English for three years
while I’ll be here. I have a gym membership and go there and walk for at least an hour
each day. It’s a commitment to myself. My kids are trying hard to live their life to its
fullest, so I should show them that I am doing the same.

8 M. STODOLSKA ET AL.



A theme that surfaced quite strongly was that the social networks of Korean trans-
national women in the U.S. were primarily restricted to friends they made in Korean
churches and to other kirogi mothers. As such, with the exception of one woman who
made friendships at her workplace, none of the female interviewees reported any mean-
ingful leisure-related contacts with Anglo Americans. For instance, Jumi narrated,

We do a bible study together, and there are convocations, worship service, couples’ gathering.
Also, we meet personally, so we have a lot of interactions. I visit their house and have tea and
chat. There are also a few mothers who live kirogi life, so I frequently interact with them.

Heesun remarked that her friendship circle consisted of Chinese women who resided
in her apartment building as “interacting with international people” was easier than
establishing friendships with Anglo Americans. Still, she found that the cultural barrier
was hindering their relationships. As Eunji commented, “It’s too bad that I can’t adapt
to American society. I don’t want to be like that, but it is not easy. I never really had a
foreign friend nor fun memories of getting along with them. It’s a shame that I never
had that kind of experience.” Taehee was the only female interviewee who seemed to be
trying to take the initiative to establish new contacts, despite the cultural and linguistic
barrier. She described her dilemma in these words:

Whether I should hang out with church people and be relaxed, or challenge myself? And I
decided to challenge myself. I want to have a normal conversation without being
uncomfortable when I meet my children’s friends’ moms. When my eldest kid had a tennis
match, I did not get to have a lot of conversations with them because we have different
cultures, so that cannot be helped, but I want to be comfortable among them.

Factors that shaped the leisure lives of Korean kirogi women
We found that the leisure behaviors of KTSF women described above were inevitably
linked to their life circumstances, such as their split family status, their status as immi-
grants and ethnic minority members, and their family life stage. In many instances,
immigration-related adjustment problems were reinforced by the fact that women had
to take over new household responsibilities and to navigate the American environment
without the support of their husbands.
The women focused on the instrumental rather than emotional consequences of sep-

aration from their husbands and how having to take care of the daily tasks affected
their lives. For instance, Gaeun stated, “Even though I was the housewife in Korea, I
didn’t do all of the housework; my husband is very family-oriented, and he helped out
with the housework a lot of the times.” Eunji also narrated,

In the beginning, I would cry when he went back to Korea, but now, I am used to this, so I
don’t really cry. I was always feeling down after he left because he used to help me with laundry,
dishwashing. So, his absence feels so big after he leaves. During the winters, he would always go
to the car five minutes earlier to put a heater on. My husband just does everything for me.

Jouyoung talked about how lack of time related to all the additional responsibilities
constrained her leisure behavior: “I am too busy to even go to church. I couldn’t actu-
ally find a leisure time… I had loads to do, doing many things.” Ari narrated how being
separated from her husband affected her ability to travel for vacations:
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Our family has always traveled together. After I got married, whenever I traveled
somewhere, I always went with my husband and the children, so I have never traveled
alone. Since my husband and the rest of the family live apart from each other, and since I
am not an independent person, I didn’t get to travel alone, because I am already alone
with my children. I also don’t like driving long distances on my own, so the children and I
didn’t really go anywhere ever since we came here.

Feeling overwhelmed with household tasks added stress to their lives and limited
time available for leisure. In addition, the concern about living alone in the new country
without the support of their husbands and with low English proficiency made their leis-
ure more home-based and more socially enclosed. As described in the previous section,
almost all women restricted their social contacts to the other kirogi mothers or to
Korean women they met in their neighborhood or their church.
Women also described that cultural differences, social isolation, and adjustment-related

pressures constrained their and their children’s leisure. For instance, Soyoung commented,

There really weren’t any changes within the family but adapting to the new culture was a
big concern and not being able to communicate in the new language as well. More than
the problem we had from the family living apart from each other, was the problem that we
are living in America where the language is totally different, as immigrants, and minorities,
[which] was more difficult.

Their social isolation and ethnic enclosure in leisure were furthered by the unwel-
coming attitude among some people in their communities. Interestingly, several women
mentioned that the place where they lived in the U.S. made a difference when it came
to the reception they received from White Americans. Taehee believed that living on
the East coast made the adjustment smoother. Conversely, Heesun singled out one East
coast city – Boston, and complained about the “cold attitude” of her neighbors, which
made her restrict the playdates of her children to other Korean kids:

The people were so cold around us. They [her children] only had one or two playdates
thus far. Close friends only come from playdates, but because they couldn’t have playdates,
they didn’t have any best friends. They were only able to be close friends with other
Korean kids. They always come over to our house because there are many Korean people
in our apartment building.

Despite these adaptation challenges, resettling to the new country provided an oppor-
tunity for learning, finding capacities they were previously unaware of, and exploring
the new environment. For instance, Eunji narrated,

I was able to learn things that I could not have learned if we stayed in Korea. I was really
an introverted person, not an active person. I am still like that, but after I came here, I
started working out, and I became more… you know? And I have experienced nature by
traveling to several places in the U.S.

Related to the stage in the family life cycle, women revealed that having to raise
young children without the support of their husbands and extended family members
was frequently overwhelming. Soyoung narrated the story of how she had to raise her
children by herself and how it affected her ability to engage in leisure:

When I was raising my children, I had to cook for them, and provide rides, so I couldn’t
do anything for myself. I always had to be with my kids, and provide rides whenever they
needed it for different activities, and then feed them when they came home, and then the
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next day, I had to clothe them, send them off to school, go pick them up in time, and then
come back home and cook for them, so I couldn’t do these [leisure] activities.

On the other hand, kirogi women whose children were older or already have left home
revealed they were enjoying extended free time (most of them did not work) and freedom
that came with fewer childcare responsibilities. For instance, Ari remarked, “I do get more
time to myself. Since the children are grown up, when they come back from school, there
aren’t many things I have to do for them. In that sense, I have more time to myself.”
Also, interestingly, two women brought up the issue of fewer responsibilities while

living in the U.S. as they did not have to take care of their in-laws, which is expected of
filial daughters-in-law in Korea, and to organize holiday celebrations for their extended
family. As Soyoung commented, “If I lived in Korea, I would have to cook for my hus-
band, and I would have to go to visit my in-laws often, so I wouldn’t be able to do as
much of these [leisure] activities.”

Leisure among KTSF fathers in Korea

The most-often mentioned leisure activities of KTSF fathers included playing golf, ten-
nis, exercising, hiking, swimming, watching You-Tube videos, outings with friends (vis-
iting karaoke bars, drinking), and watching TV. For instance, Duri revealed,

For my leisure activity, I love baseball, so I watch a lot of baseball games on TV on the
weekends and the weekdays. And I exercise. I usually walk a lot and run on a treadmill; I
swim and play golf.

Wojin revealed,

I enjoy drinking. I go to karaoke after I drink. And I play golf here in Korea sometimes,
too. Leisure activity? Work out! There is a fitness center here, so I just work out there
almost every day for about 30minutes to an hour. Quick exercise of cardio and weight
training. At home, I watch YouTube.

Sooyoung described his leisure life after separation in these words:

My life is the same when I work. I go to work in the morning and have dinner with my
co-workers after work. It’s a continuous cycle. But, day-offs are the most difficult to deal
with. So, I sometimes went hiking. I went there and met up with some friends and hang
out. And I still play saxophone…Nowadays, I wake up late. Then I eat brunch, and then I
watch TV for a bit. I used to not watch any dramas, but I watch them nowadays. The
reason why I watched that drama is… the main character, her real name is U-ie, she used
to be a swimmer, and her dad lived a very rough life… and she shouts, “Dad” a lot in the
drama. And I loved it whenever she called her dad. I liked the sound of the daughter
calling her dad, more than the plot of the drama.

This quote was particularly poignant as it revealed Sooyoung’s missing his daughter
from whom he was separated for two years.

Factors that shaped the leisure lives of Korean kirogi fathers
The narratives of almost all men revealed emotional consequences of separation from their
wives and children, with the interviewees frequently mentioning the psychological toll living
the kirogi life had on them. Bin described the initial shock of separation from his family:
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The day I sent my family to the U.S., I was shocked because the house felt so empty.
There was no one at home. It used to be very noisy before they left, and then there was no
one. I got a panic attack. There was no one in this room, no one in that room, there was
nothing, so I was zoned out for about two or three days, psychologically. I was born there
and stayed there my whole life [in his hometown], so I never felt this shock; I never felt
something hitting me this hard.

Although the initial shock of family separation subsided after a while, the feelings of
loneliness persisted and began to negatively affect the fathers’ lives. Heeju described,

I don’t have any hard times after coming back from seeing my family in America, but after
several months pass I [begin to] miss them. I want to see them and [start to have] a hard
time. Since our child is young, I miss her, and I miss my wife. At least we can video call
each other now.

Since the feelings of emptiness and loneliness were common experiences among
KTSF fathers, they purposely used leisure to cope with family separation. They
described how engagement in leisure provided a distraction from the loneliness and
helped them to occupy empty time when they were not at work. While for some,
church, exercise, sport, and music helped to fill the empty hours, others began to look
to alcohol for escape. Jungsuk explained how faith helped him deal with changes in
his life:

There were a lot of hardships. When we were deciding, we didn’t think that living apart a
long distance would be very difficult. We thought that it would be a hardship we could
easily overcome. However, after I came back to Korea, it was very difficult. It was more
than what you could imagine. It was a disassembling of the family. We didn’t think that
the mental health difficulty would come with this separation. I feel like Christianity was a
big help in that situation. We were both Christians, and we were both active in the
Christian club. Our religion and faith helped our mental health.

The coping strategies of other men were not as healthy, however. As Sooyoung nar-
rated, “After I started living alone, there was nothing to eat in my fridge, and nobody
to cook for me, so unless I was starving, I didn’t cook for myself. There was only alco-
hol. So, I only drank alcohol.”
The second theme that surfaced among four of the interviewed kirogi fathers was

that they significantly increased their workloads following family separation, either as a
necessity – to be able to afford to maintain two households and to send their children
to American schools, or to cope with loneliness. Some ended up selling their apartments
or houses and relocating to smaller studios or moved back with their parents. Bin
described it in these words:

I think I worked harder since I had more time. Whenever I was alone doing nothing, I
kept on thinking about my family. I ended up selling the house, which made things better.
I didn’t have any reasons to live alone in a house with three rooms when my family isn’t
even here with me, especially when I didn’t have money. So, I moved to my hometown, I
stayed there with my mom. Going to church really helped me. If I didn’t go to church, I
would have been drinking and hanging out with fellow professors. A lot of people do that.
But as for myself, I was busy going to church. I did everything with passion.

Overwork often resulted in negative health consequences, which they tried to remedy
by involvement in active leisure. As Jungsuk commented,
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When I first started the kirogi life, I collapsed due to overwork. So, that was a very
physically dangerous time for me. It might have been due to living alone, due to living the
kirogi life. I couldn’t control how much I worked and ended up overworking my body, so
that led to health issues. So, after that, I realized that exercising is very important. So,
personally, playing tennis was an addiction for me… so I played hard. But whenever I
didn’t play tennis, I started doing basic fitness training, such as running.

The third theme was related to gains and losses in KTSF fathers’ leisure activities.
While the interviewed men commented on ceasing participation in family leisure such
as hiking, playing tennis with their children or taking them to baseball games, they also
revealed that the absence of family pastimes and direct “supervision” of their wives also
meant they could spend more time on their individual leisure pursuits such as socializ-
ing with friends and engaging in active leisure. For instance, Duri said, “Before living
the kirogi life, I used to go to the baseball games with my children often, but after I
started living the kirogi life, I hardly go since my children are not here.” On the other
hand, however, he commented, “Now that I have more time to myself, the frequency of
watching TV and YouTube has increased. And the frequency of playing golf with my
friends has increased. Especially during the weekends.” Other men commented on more
frequent evening outings with their friends and spending more time on their favorite
pastimes such as tennis, swimming, biking, and golf. Wojin was the only interviewee
who openly admitted to enjoying his life more after separation than when his family
was still in Korea: “Life has gotten more relaxing,” he said “I am able to do things
which I couldn’t do because of my family. I can meet my friends whenever I want to.”

Conclusions

The goal of this study was to explore the leisure behaviors of fathers and mothers of
KTSF. Our study revealed that leisure of KTSF women in the U.S. was constrained by
the “triple whammy” of having to live and take care of the children while being sepa-
rated from their spouses and extended family members, adjusting to a new cultural and
physical environment, and stresses and inconveniences brought by their low accultur-
ation levels. Consistently with the tenets of the transnational framework (Guarnizo &
Smith, 1998), we saw little acculturation among women even though some of them
have lived in the U.S. for more than a decade. Their life goals were focused on eventu-
ally reuniting with their spouses by going back to Korea. Thus, similarly to other trans-
national migrants (Stodolska & Santos, 2006), learning English, getting a job, and
establishing social connections outside of the Korean community were not a priority.
Most of the women’s activities were highly socially and culturally enclosed (Stodolska,
2007) and included reading Korean books, growing Korean vegetables, and cooking
Korean food. Engaging in their familiar leisure pursuits, bringing elements of Korean
culture into their lives, and maintaining ties with the Korean community abroad helped
them to lower stress-related to immersion in a new environment and cope with family
separation (Lee & Koo, 2006). As other transnational migrants, however, living their
lives “suspended” between the U.S. and Korea meant that they were not integrating into
the host country while also slowly losing connection to their homeland.
Women’s narratives revealed that they were aware of the passage of time, aging, and

deteriorating health. By exercising, trying to stay healthy, learning English, and
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obtaining educational certificates, they were “investing in themselves” while, at the same
time, prioritizing their children’s education. None of the interviewed women, however,
phrased their decision to leave their professional jobs in Korea, split their family and
move into the new country for the sake of their children as “sacrifice” but rather as a
well-thought-through family decision that was consistent with their values and priorities
in life (Finch & Kim, 2012). Their narratives showed themes of the newly found
empowerment through leisure and, at the same time, strong dependance on their hus-
bands whose support in everyday tasks and childcare they missed in the new environ-
ment. Unlike in Werner and Shannon (2013) study on military families, Korean women
did not give up on their leisure pursuits during the time of family separation but
attempted to carve out time for themselves through active leisure engagements. Their
leisure was also closely related to the stage in the family life-cycle, with women who
had older children reporting more time for themselves and more involvement in leisure
outside of the home. Importantly, however, similar to other transnational migrants,
their leisure was geared toward helping them pass the time toward eventual return
migration and not to help rebuild their lives abroad. By investigating leisure among
translational split families, this study provided important insights into leisure and family
dynamics in nontraditional, non-Western families – a topic that so far has received little
attention from leisure scholars (Trussell et al., 2017). It also provided better understand-
ing of the “living apart together” phenomenon by revealing how leisure helped sepa-
rated spouses adjust to the new family conditions and the new environment following
separation. We argue that family leisure scholarship should pay more attention to leis-
ure activities among individual family members as such investigations are likely to pro-
vide important clues into the mechanisms underlying family functioning. It is also
important to recognize that family functioning is not solely governed by the dynamics
of a family unit but the broader socio-political systems in which families are imbedded.
Prior to our study, little information existed on leisure among KTSF fathers who

remained in their home country (Finch & Kim, 2012; Lee & Koo, 2006). Our research
revealed that the fathers struggled with loneliness and difficulties related to living sepa-
rated from their families (Abelmann & Kang, 2014; Finch & Kim, 2012). The narratives
of family loss, missing their wives and children, and emotional toll of separation seemed
much more pronounced among men than among women whose attention was focused
more on surviving in the new environment and the stress of single parenting. Men filled
the empty space left by the departing families with focusing on work, increasing leisure
contacts with their coworkers, engagement in home-based, outdoor, and active leisure,
and church activities. While for some, leisure helped to improve health, stay engaged
with the community, and pursue individual interests, others looked for escape in alco-
hol. Family separation brought profound changes to their lives – decreasing disposable
incomes, loss of family activities, and often a conscious decision to sell their homes,
downsize and move back with their parents. Thus, the separation necessitated adjust-
ment and the use of coping strategies not only for women and children who migrated
abroad but also for men who stayed behind. Despite losses in their family pastimes,
many fathers reported increasing leisure involvement and one of the interviewees even
admitted that his family’s departure increased his life satisfaction and brought more
freedom to his life.
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Although this study generated some interesting results, it has several limitations that
need to be acknowledged. First, due to the recruitment problems, the interviewed hus-
bands and wives did not come from the same family. Thus, some important family
dynamics might have been missed in our interviews. Second, this study did not include
a perspective of children, which plays an important part in the understanding of the
overall migration experience among families. Future studies should include trans-
national children in their samples. Finally, it would be desirable if longitudinal studies
on family separation were conducted to examine how the prolonged separation will
shape future trajectories of these families. It remains to be seen if the women who
intended to go back to Korea will decide to remain in the U.S. near their children and
grandchildren or decide to rejoin their husbands in their homeland.
Split families are becoming more ubiquitous across the world. They are composed

not only of Koreans seeking opportunities for Western education for their children but
also of North American families who separate due to parents’ oversees job assignments
and other work-related travel or those who pursue the trend of living apart together
(Funk & Kobayashi, 2016). As more families partake in global householding, split family
arrangements are likely to be even more common in the future. Thus, additional
research on leisure in “non-traditional” families and on families of non-Western cultural
backgrounds is needed.
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