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Life insurance industry has traditionally been a major employer of mid-
dle-aged women in Japan and South Korea. Unlike the American and European
life insurance companies where male agents are the staple of sales personnel,
women comprise a vast majority of the labor force in Japanese and South Kore-
an companies. However, women and men are expected to do different works
and their works are valued differently. Women are hired as sales personnel
whose work conditions and payment are strictly subject to individual perfor-
mance, whereas men are employed as fulltime regular workers such as white
collar office workers or managers of women sales personnel. Those male workers’
employment is fully protected regardless of their short-term performances.
This article argues that while women's work as sales agents is indispensible for
the sales strategy of the companies, their labor is undervalued as low skilled
and easy to lay off, partly because of the gendered work assumptions in which
women are believed to be naturally cut out for selling life policies and caring
clients, and their work to be subsidiary to that of men.
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