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Abstract
Background  Family life satisfaction is an important contributor to the mental health of mothers with young children, 
who are particularly vulnerable to various sources of stressors. However, there is a dearth of studies on this topic in 
this demographic, the determinants of which likely differ across geographical and cultural contexts. We examined 
indicators of maternal socioeconomic status (SES) and domestic help as correlates of family satisfaction in Hong Kong 
mothers of young children.

Methods  Mothers (N = 322) of young children (3–5 years old) were recruited from neighbourhoods stratified by SES 
and population density. They self-completed a survey containing items on socio-demographics, SES characteristics 
(including household income and maternal education and employment status), maternal family satisfaction and 
division of domestic work in the household and family. Confounder-adjusted associations of maternal SES indicators 
and participation in housework and childcare activities by various agents (e.g., mother, spouse, other residents) were 
estimated. We also estimated the moderating effects of household income on the associations between maternal 
employment and family satisfaction, and those of maternal employment on the associations between domestic work 
division and family satisfaction.

Results  Household income and maternal education were positively related to maternal family satisfaction. Mothers 
in part-time employment had lower family satisfaction than non-working mothers and mothers working full-time. 
The latter reported higher family satisfaction than non-working mothers only if their household income was below 
HK$ 15,000. Domestic work performed by non-residents was predictive of higher family satisfaction, while mothers’ 
housework and child(ren) tutoring were predictive of lower family satisfaction. Only part-time employed mothers 
benefited from spouse’s assistance with domestic work. The interaction effects of maternal employment status on the 
associations between the division of child tutoring and family satisfaction were complex.

Conclusions  In Hong Kong, mothers of young children with lower education and household income, who hold a 
part-time job and participate in housework and child tutoring activities have the lowest levels of family satisfaction 
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Background
Life satisfaction, of which family life satisfaction is an 
important component [1], is deemed to contribute to 
better physical [2, 3] and mental health [4]. Mothers of 
young, preschool-age children are at increased risk for 
mental health problems due to being exposed to parent-
ing-related social stressors (e.g., too much time spent on 
childcare, lack of support from others with childcare) and 
financial stressors (e.g., lack of resources for child edu-
cation) [5], which impact their family life satisfaction [6, 
7]. It is, therefore, important to identify factors that con-
tribute to better family life satisfaction among mothers of 
young children.

Indicators of socioeconomic status (SES), encompass-
ing household income and educational attainment, are 
strong determinants of life satisfaction, including family 
life satisfaction [8–11]. In general, wealthier and more 
educated people tend to report higher levels of happiness 
and family satisfaction compared to their counterparts 
[10, 12–16]. However, most research in this area has 
focused on overall rather than family life satisfaction and 
on broader adult populations. A greater focus on moth-
ers of young children is required to understand how SES 
affects their family life satisfaction and help identify ways 
to reduce the risk of mental health problems in this par-
ticularly vulnerable group.

Another influential SES indicator related to overall 
and family life satisfaction is employment status. While 
employed people are more satisfied with their life than 
those unemployed [17], the difference in life satisfaction 
between employed and economically inactive (i.e., not 
seeking employment) individuals appear to depend on 
gender. Studies support a positive effect of employment 
on life and family satisfaction in fathers [18–20], while the 
evidence about mothers is inconclusive and varies across 
countries [18–21]. These conflicting findings have been 
attributed to maternal employment having mixed con-
sequences that vary across cultural contexts. On the one 
hand, paid employment may increase a mother’s negoti-
ating power in the family [22], enrich her social networks 
[23] and contribute to the financial costs of raising a fam-
ily, the latter being a significant stressor for parents [5]. 
On the other hand, employed mothers may experience 
higher levels of stress and work-to-family conflicts aris-
ing from the diminished time on hand to satisfy childcare 
and household demands [24] given that, in most soci-
ety, they are still expected to be the primary caregivers 

of the household [25–27]. This is a public health concern 
because work-family conflict is a major determinant of 
family life satisfaction [28] and psychological well-being 
[28, 29], especially in working mothers [30].

Work-to-family conflict and its negative effects on 
maternal life and family satisfaction may be mitigated 
by a more egalitarian division of domestic work among 
household members [21, 24, 31] or the outsourcing of 
domestic work [32–34]. The increase in women’s paid 
work has been mirrored by a slow gender convergence 
in the time spent on domestic work [27, 35] and a rise 
in paid domestic help [36–39]. However, these trends 
appear to be activity- and country-specific. For example, 
developed countries have witnessed a sizable reduction 
in the time mothers spend on housework but an increase 
in the time they spend on childcare [27]. Increases in 
childcare time have been also found in fathers, while 
their participation in housework has remained stable in 
some countries and increased in others [27]. Paid domes-
tic help has been associated with reductions in time spent 
on core housework activities, such as cleaning and cook-
ing [40–42], but no reductions in time spent on childcare 
[42]. The latter phenomenon has been attributed to the 
widespread belief that intensive parenting – described 
as ‘child-centred, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, 
labour intensive, and financially expensive’ [43] - is opti-
mal for children’s education, and emotional and cognitive 
development [44]. The differences in temporal trends of 
maternal time allocated to housework vs. childcare activ-
ities suggest that these activities may impact maternal 
family life satisfaction differently, with housework being 
more detrimental or less beneficial than childcare to 
mothers’ levels of satisfaction with family life.

Another understudied factor potentially related to 
mothers’ wellbeing and family satisfaction is the contri-
bution of other family resident or non-resident mem-
bers to household labour, which is not surprising as most 
research on this topic was conducted in Western coun-
tries where nuclear and single-parent families are the 
most prevalent [45]. Extended families (i.e., families with 
parents, children and grandparents or other adult mem-
bers) are more common in Asian, Central/South Ameri-
can and sub-Saharan countries [45]. Studies suggest 
that the presence of grandparents in the household may 
reduce parents’ time allocated to housework in Asian 
countries [42, 46–48]. However, it is unclear whether this 
leads to higher family satisfaction [31].

and, hence, are at higher risk of mental health problems. Spouses’ and non-resident family members’ participation in 
domestic work, as well as the establishment of more family-friendly employment practices, may help mitigate this risk.

Trial registration  N/A.
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Because family satisfaction and its correlates vary sub-
stantially across countries and cultures, it makes sense 
to study family satisfaction of mothers of young children 
in specific geographical and cultural contexts. Here, we 
focus on Hong Kong Chinese mothers of preschool-aged 
children and, before delineating the study aims, provide 
a short overview of the socio-cultural context of Hong 
Kong underpinning family life.

Family life in Hong Kong is characterised by a mix of 
Chinese traditionalism typified by collectivism and West-
ern modernism focused on individualism. Attitudes and 
beliefs about family are based on utilitarianistic familism 
placing one’s familial interests above those of other indi-
viduals, groups and society [55]. Self-interest and eco-
nomic gains at the family level are the main drivers of the 
family structure and processes in Hong Kong, and these 
influence decisions regarding childcare arrangements 
and maternal employment. Although, as in Western 
cultures, the nuclear family is the most common famil-
ial form, extended family households are more prevalent 
in Hong Kong than in many Western countries [45, 49]. 
Furthermore, Hong Kong people still hold some tradi-
tional family norms, including the expectation of siblings 
to perform obligations, the tendency to adhere to tradi-
tional gender roles and consider childbearing as the cen-
tral role of women [50]. Such family structure and norms 
may create more opportunities for mothers to share 
household duties with other family members, avert work-
to-family conflict given that work is seen to serve a utili-
tarian function for the benefit of the family [51], but also 
potentially pose excessive demands on working mothers 
causing stress and low levels of family satisfaction [21].

Mirroring global trends [52] and owing to a rapid eco-
nomic growth, the employment rate of Hong Kong moth-
ers with young children has substantially increased in the 
last two decades [53]. However, it still lags behind many 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD) member countries, with Hong Kong 
reaching a 57% employment rate in 2018 [53] compared 
to 71% in the OECD [52]. This difference has been attrib-
uted to more flexible, family-friendly workplace arrange-
ments and pro-family policies, and a greater and better 
provision of centre-based childcare services in the OECD 
than in Hong Kong [53]. Hong Kong mothers who cannot 
rely on adequate centre-based childcare typically have 
three options: to give up their job in part or in full; to 
share childcare with family members (e.g., partner or par-
ents); and/or to hire a domestic helper. The latter option 
is quite common in Hong Kong with > 350,000 house-
holds employing foreign domestic helpers for housework 
and childcare in 2016 [54]. Yet, even in households with 
hired domestic helpers, mothers are still responsible for 
the care and wellbeing of children and older family mem-
bers [55].

Considering the unique socio-cultural environment 
of Hong Kong, this study aimed to examine the asso-
ciations of maternal SES indicators (educational attain-
ment, employment status and household income), 
having a domestic helper and the division of housework 
and childcare activities with family satisfaction in Hong 
Kong mothers of preschool-aged children. As maternal 
employment may mitigate the financial strains associ-
ated with having a child and bring financial gains to 
the whole family, we also examined whether household 
income moderated the association between maternal 
employment and family satisfaction. Furthermore, as 
the division of housework and childcare is likely to be 
particularly important for women juggling motherhood 
and a career, we examined the extent to which maternal 
employment status moderated the associations between 
the division of housework and childcare and maternal 
family satisfaction.

We hypothesised that: (1) mothers with higher SES 
would report higher levels of family satisfaction; (2) 
mothers’ employment would be more positively associ-
ated with family satisfaction in lower income households; 
(3) mothers’ engagement in housework but not childcare 
activities would be negatively associated with family sat-
isfaction; (4) assistance with housework and childcare 
from others would be positively associated with fam-
ily satisfaction; and (5) the division of housework and 
childcare activities would have a stronger positive impact 
on family satisfaction in working than non-working 
mothers.

Methods
We used secondary data from a project on environmental 
and parental determinants of Hong Kong preschool-age 
children’s physical activity [56, 57]. Prior to data collec-
tion, ethical approval was obtained from the Human 
Research Ethics Committee for Non-Clinical Faculties of 
the University of Hong Kong (#EA560310).

Recruitment and participants
A sample of 411 Chinese-speaking parents or caregivers 
of preschool-aged children (3–5 years) were recruited 
in 2011–2014 from 96 neighbourhoods (here, defined as 
Tertiary Planning Units, TPUs, which are small admin-
istrative area units in Hong Kong with Census data) 
stratified by area-level SES and population density [56, 
57]. TPUs with a population density ≤ 9000 and > 9000 
residents/km2 were, respectively, classified into low-
to-medium and medium-to-high density neighbour-
hoods. The classification of TPUs into low-to-medium 
vs. medium-to-high SES was based on the median split 
of monthly domestic income (here, HK$24,500) derived 
from 2010 to 2011 Census data [63, 64]. Twenty-four 
TPUs per stratum were randomly selected for participant 
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recruitment in order to maximize the variability in SES 
and access to services, which are deemed to influence 
household behaviours and engagement in various activi-
ties (e.g., physical activity, playing with children, shop-
ping) [57–59]. Of the 411 parents or caregivers recruited 
in the study (~ 80% female, mean age 37.2 (SD 5.8) years), 
322 were mothers. We examined only data from the lat-
ter subgroup because this study focused on mothers of 
young children. With 322 participants, the study was 
powered to detect a small effect size corresponding to 
~ 2% of explained outcome variance.

Participants were recruited in person at kindergartens 
and Maternal and Child Health Centres located in the 96 
pre-selected TPUs. Eligibility criteria included: being the 
parent / primary caregiver of at least one Chinese-speak-
ing 3-5-year-old child residing in one of the pre-selected 
neighbourhoods; and being able to read and write in 
Chinese. Parents/primary caregivers of children with a 
disease affecting their physical activity behaviour or cog-
nitive functioning (e.g., physical disability, severe asthma 
or Down’s syndrome) were excluded from the study. 
Informed written consent was obtained from each par-
ticipant prior to data collection. Participants completed 
a survey containing items on sociodemographic charac-
teristics, family functioning, family life satisfaction, and 
participation in and distribution of housework and child-
care activities. Completed surveys were returned to the 
research team by reply-paid mail.

Measures
Outcome variable
Maternal family life satisfaction was measured using 
an 8-item scale employed in the China Housing Survey 
1993 [60, 61]. The scale includes items measuring sat-
isfaction with: (1) marital relationship; (2) sexual rela-
tionship with spouse; (3) relationship with children; 
(4) family economic well-being; (5) relationship among 
family members; (6) relationship with relatives; (7) 
housework responsibilities; (8) family life in general. 
The items were scored on a 5-point scale ranging from 
1 (‘very dissatisfied’) to 5 (‘very satisfied’). In this study, 
the internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) of the scale 
was 0.91. A participant’s score on the family life satis-
faction scale was represented by the average rating on 
the items.

Explanatory variables
Maternal SES was defined using three indicators, 
including education level (highest attained), employ-
ment status and household income. Education level 
included the categories ‘Lower secondary or below’, 
‘Higher secondary/diploma’ and ‘Bachelor’s degree or 
above’. Employment status was categorised into ‘not 
currently employed’, ‘part-time’, and ‘full-time’. This 

variable was used as an explanatory variable as well 
as a moderator of the associations between indica-
tors of division of household in the family and family 
life satisfaction. Household income (average monthly) 
was reported using 10 ordered categories ranging from 
‘less than HKD 6,000’ to ‘> HKD 59,999’. Household 
income was also treated as a moderator of the associa-
tions between maternal employment status and family 
life satisfaction.

The division of housework in the family was cap-
tured by items gauging the presence of a domestic 
helper (‘no domestic helper’, ‘non-resident domestic 
helper’ and ‘resident domestic helper’) and items ask-
ing the participants to report who performed the fol-
lowing tasks: (1) grocery shopping; (2) cooking meals; 
(3) laundry; (4) house cleaning; (5) repair work; (6) 
taking care of parents when they need help; (7) tak-
ing care of children when they are sick; (8) tutoring 
children; (9) playing with children; and (10) shopping 
for other daily needs. Response options were: ‘respon-
dent’ (mother), ‘spouse’, ‘other resident’, ‘parents living 
elsewhere’, ‘children living elsewhere’ and ‘other non-
residents’. All tasks except for tutoring children and 
playing with children were classified as housework. As 
tutoring children and playing with children are consid-
ered childcare activities that benefit a child’s develop-
ment that mothers’ may particularly value [27], they 
were examined separately from other household activi-
ties. For each mother, we tallied the number of self-
reported housework tasks (range: 0 to 8) and recorded 
whether (yes/no) they reported tutoring or playing 
with their child(ren). We did the same for tasks per-
formed by their spouse and those performed by other 
residents excluding resident domestic helpers. Tasks 
reported to be done by ‘parents living elsewhere’, ‘chil-
dren living elsewhere’ and ‘other non-residents’ were 
combined into scores for housework tasks performed 
by the three categories of non-residents (excluding 
non-resident domestic helpers) (score range: 0–24), 
scores for tutoring (score range: 0–2, NB: only adult 
tutors were included) and scores for playing with chil-
dren (score range: 0–3).

Covariates
Maternal age (years), number of adults and children in 
the household, number of hours a preschool-age child 
spends outside the home (e.g., at childcare), and size of 
non-resident extended family were identified as covari-
ates. The latter variable was gauged by asking the partici-
pants to provide information on all relatives who were 
not living in their household.
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Data analyses
Descriptive statistics (e.g., frequencies, means and 
standard deviations) were computed for all variables 
included in the study, as appropriate. Directed acyclic 
graphs based on expert knowledge, extant literature 
and previous findings from the same project [57, 58] 
were used to identify the minimum set of confounders 
to be included in models estimating the total effects 
(associations) of each explanatory variable on mater-
nal family life satisfaction (see Additional file 1). Total 
effects are represented by the sum of the effects of an 
explanatory variable on the outcome mediated and 
unmediated by potential intermediate variables [62]. 
For example, the total effect of maternal educational 
attainment on family life satisfaction consists of the 
sum of the direct effect of maternal educational level 
on family life satisfaction and the indirect effects of 
other intermediate variables between educational 
attainment and family life satisfaction (e.g., household 
income, having a domestic helper, etc.).

Generalised linear mixed models with random inter-
cept at the administrative unit level were used to esti-
mate the confounder-adjusted associations between 
explanatory variables and family life satisfaction, and 
the effects of moderators. Gaussian variance and iden-
tity link functions were employed. Diagnostic tests 
were performed to assess the validity of the models 
(e.g., examination of violation of assumptions of lin-
earity, homoscedasticity, identification of influential 
observations). The moderating effects of maternal 
employment status and household income were exam-
ined by including appropriate 2-way interaction terms 
to the corresponding main effect models. Significant 
interaction effects were probed by estimating the asso-
ciations of a specific explanatory variable (i.e., division 
of domestic work in the family; employment status) 
with family life satisfaction at specific values of the 
moderator. All analyses were conducted in STATA 14.2 
(StataCorp, 2015, College Station, Texas).

Results
The characteristics of the sample are reported in 
Table  1. The number of non-working mothers was 
similar to that of full-time employed mothers (44.4% 
vs. 46.0%), while only a small proportion of them 
reported working part-time (9.6%). More than half 
of the households did not have a domestic helper. 
Domestic activities were mainly performed by mothers 
(89.1% for playing with children and 96.6% for tutor-
ing children). They engaged, on average, in 5.1(± 1.9) 
types of housework activities. As to their spouses, they 
performed an average of 2.6(± 2.3) types of housework 
activities and more than half of them played with chil-
dren (58.1%)  and tutored children (58.1%). A small 

proportion of mothers reported domestic work per-
formed by other household residents or non-residents, 
excluding domestic helpers: 18.1% for playing with 
children; 14.7% for tutoring children; and 12.1% for 
housework. Mothers’ average family life satisfaction 
score was 3.7 (± 0.6), positioned between ‘somewhat 
satisfied’ (3 points) and ‘satisfied’ (4 points).

Associations (total effects) of indicators of maternal SES 
and division of domestic work with family life satisfaction.

Table  2 reports the confounder-adjusted associa-
tions of maternal SES with mothers’ family life sat-
isfaction. Family life satisfaction was higher among 
mothers with at least higher secondary schooling 
than those with lower secondary schooling or below. 
Mothers with higher household income also reported 
higher family life satisfaction. Part-time employed 
mothers experienced lower family life satisfaction than 
non-working mothers (b=-0.17; 95% CI -0.34, -0.01; 
p = .045) and mothers in full-time employment (b=-
0.25; 95% CI -0.41, -0.09; p = .002), while there was no 
significant difference between non-working mothers 
and those employed full-time (b = 0.08; 95% CI -0.05, 
0.21; p = .242). Household income moderated the asso-
ciation between full-time employment and family life 
satisfaction, whereby mothers in full-time employment 
reported higher levels of satisfaction than non-work-
ing mothers only if their monthly household income 
was below HK$ 15,000 (Table 2).

As to the division of domestic work, activities per-
formed by non-resident extended family members or 
other non-residents (excluding domestic helpers) were 
found to be positively associated with maternal fam-
ily satisfaction (Table  3). Specifically, compared to 
mothers without such assistance, mothers were more 
satisfied with their family life if non-residents / mem-
bers from extended family played with their children, 
tutored their children or performed housework activi-
ties. Mothers who tutored their own children reported 
lower satisfaction than those who did not (Table  3). 
Those performing housework activities also reported 
lower satisfaction. However, this relationship was cur-
vilinear (quadratic) as depicted in Fig.  1. The level of 
family satisfaction decreased with an increase in the 
number of housework tasks from 0 to 4, while further 
increases in the number of housework tasks performed 
did not result in further decreases in satisfaction. 
Activities performed by the spouse or other residents 
in the household were not found to be associated with 
maternal family life satisfaction.

Table  4 shows maternal employment status-specific 
associations of indicators of division of domestic work 
with family life satisfaction for statistically significant 
interaction effects (p < .05). Having household resi-
dents (other than the spouse and domestic helper) tutor 
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children was associated with lower family satisfaction in 
non-working mothers, while such division of childcare 
did not seem to impact the family satisfaction of mothers 
employed full-time. For mothers working full-time, hav-
ing their spouse tutor their children was associated with 
lower family satisfaction. This association was not found 

in non-working mothers or mothers working part-time. 
In mothers working part-time, housework activities per-
formed by the spouse, their spouse’s playing with chil-
dren and having household residents tutor children were 
associated with higher satisfaction. In contrast, mothers 
working part-time had lower levels of satisfaction if they 

Table 1  Sample characteristics (N = 322)
Variable Statistics
Socio-demographic characteristics
Maternal age (years), M (SD) 36.1 (4.8)
Single-parent household, % (n) 2.5 (8)
Nuclear-family household, % (n) 66.2 (213)
Living with parents and/or in-laws, % (n) 23.9 (77)
Number of adults in the household, M (SD) 2.5 (1.1)
Number of children in the household, M (SD) 1.7 (0.7)
Non-resident extended family size, M (SD) 3.1 (3.9)
Hours preschool-aged child spends outside home, M (SD) 3.3 (0.7)
Maternal socioeconomic status (explanatory variables), %
Education, % (n)
  Lower secondary or below 40.1 (129)
  Higher secondary / diploma 22.7 (73)
  Bachelor’s degree or above 37.3 (120)
Employment status, % (n)
  Not working 44.4 (143)
  Part-time 9.6 (31)
  Full-time 46.0 (148)
Household income (month), % (n)
  < HK$ 10,000 7.5 (24)
  HK$ 10,000–29,999 43.8 (141)
  HK$ 30,000 and over 48.7 (157)
Division of domestic work (explanatory variables)
Domestic helper in the household, % (n)
  No helper 54.5 (176)
  Non-resident 23.4 (75)
  Resident 22.1 (71)
Domestic activities
  Play with children, % (n)
    Mother 89.1 (287)
    Spouse 58.1 (187)
    Other residents (excluding domestic helper) 6.2 (20)
    Non-residents / extended family 11.9 (38)
  Tutor children, % (n)
    Mother 96.6 (311)
    Spouse 58.1 (187)
    Other resident (excluding domestic helper) 4.4 (14)
    Non-residents / extended family 10.3 (33)
  Number of housework activities, M (SD)
    Mother 5.1 (1.9)
    Spouse 2.6 (2.3)
    Other resident (excluding domestic helper) 0.5 (1.6)
    Non-residents / extended family (number of activities × number of categories of people assisting with activitya) 0.9 (1.7)
Maternal family life satisfaction (outcome variable), M (SD) 3.7 (0.6)
Note. HK$ = Hong Kong dollars; M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Housework activities include grocery shopping, cooking meals, laundry, house cleaning, repair 
work, shopping for other daily needs, caring for adult family members when they need help and caring for children when they are sick. a categories of people 
include: parents living elsewhere, children living elsewhere and other non-residents
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themselves reported playing with children (Table 4). Play-
ing with children undertaken by mothers or their spouses 
was not associated with maternal family satisfaction in 
non-working mothers or mothers employed full-time.

Discussion
This study examined the associations of SES indica-
tors (i.e., household income and maternal educational 
attainment and employment status) with family life 
satisfaction in Hong Kong mothers of preschool-
aged children. We found lower family life satisfac-
tion among mothers with lower education and lower 
household income and those working part-time, 
compared to their counterparts. Mothers in full-time 
employment had higher family life satisfaction than 

non-working mothers only if their household income 
was low (< HK$ 15,000). We also examined the asso-
ciations of maternal family life satisfaction with the 
division of domestic work and the related moderat-
ing role of maternal employment status. Domestic 

Table 2  Associations (total effects) of maternal socioeconomic 
status with family life satisfaction
Variable b 95% CI p-value
Main effect models
Education (ref: lower secondary 
or below)
  Higher secondary / diploma 0.18 0.04, 0.33 0.012
  Bachelor’s degree or above 0.21 0.07, 0.35 0.002
Employment status (ref: not 
working)
  Part-time -0.17 -0.34, -0.01 0.045
  Full-time 0.08 -0.05, 0.21 0.242
Household incomea 0.05 0.02, 0.08 0.001
Interaction effect models
Employment status (ref: not work-
ing) by household income
  Part-time by household income -0.04 -0.10, 0.02 0.228
  Full-time by household income
    Linear term (of household 
income)

-0.42 -0.68, -0.17 0.001

    Quadratic term (of household 
income)

0.03 0.01, 0.04 0.008

Interaction probing: effect of full-
time employment vs. not working @ 
levels of household income
  <HK$ 6,000 / month 1.11 0.62, 1.60 < 0.001
  HK$ 6,000–7,999 / month 0.78 0.46, 1.09 < 0.001
  HK$ 8,000–9,999 / month 0.50 0.30, 0.70 < 0.001
  HK$ 10,000–14,999 / month 0.27 0.11, 0.43 0.001
  HK$ 15,000–19,999 / month 0.09 -0.08, 0.27 0.299
  HK$ 20,000–24,999 / month -0.03 -0.22, 0.16 0.746
  HK$ 25,000–29,999 / month -0.10 -0.29, 0.08 0.279
  HK$ 30,000–39,999 / month -0.13 -0.29, 0.04 0.140
  HK$ 40,000–59,999 / month -0.09 -0.24, 0.06 0.217
  >HK$ 59,999 / month -0.01 -0.21, 0.18 0.910
Note. Results from generalised linear mixed models with random intercepts 
at the administrative unit level, Gaussian variance and identity link functions. 
ref: reference category; a 10 categories modelled as ordered linear effects; HK$ 
= Hong Kong dollars. Covariates for each model determined using directed 
acyclic graphs (see Additional files 1 and 2); b = regression coefficient; 95% 
CI = 95% confidence intervals

Table 3  Associations (total effects) of indicators of division of 
domestic work with maternal family life satisfaction – main effect 
models
Variable b 95% CI p-value
Domestic helper in the household (ref: no 
helper)
  Non-resident 0.01 -0.11, 

0.13
0.882

  Resident 0.01 -0.13, 
0.15

0.874

Domestic activities performed by 
residentsa

  Play with children (ref: no) -0.24 -0.58, 
0.11

0.183

  Tutor children (ref: no) -0.36 -0.81, 
-0.09

0.116

  Number of housework activities -0.04 -0.10, 
0.04

0.196

Domestic activities performed by non-
residents / extended familyb

  Play with childrenc (ref: no) 0.18 0.03, 
0.33

0.017

  Tutor childrenc (ref: no) 0.24 0.06, 
0.42

0.009

  Number of housework activitiesd 0.04 0.01, 
0.08

0.009

Domestic activities performed by spouse
  Play with children (ref: no) -0.06 -0.18, 

0.07
0.393

  Tutor children (ref: no) -0.07 -0.20, 
0.05

0.225

  Number of housework activities -0.01 -0.04, 
0.02

0.714

Domestic activities performed by mother
Play with children (ref: no) -0.16 -0.36, 

0.04
0.113

  Tutor children (ref: no) -0.34 -0.55, 
-0.12

0.002

  Number of housework activitiese

    Linear term -0.15 -0.29, 
-0.02

0.024

    Quadratic term 0.02 0.00, 
0.03

0.049

Note. Results from generalised linear mixed models with random intercepts 
at the administrative unit level, Gaussian variance and identity link functions. 
ref: reference category; a excluding domestic helper and spouse; b excluding 
domestic helper; c because the percentage of mothers reporting more than 
one category of non-residents / extended family playing with children (1.9%) 
and tutoring children (0.6%) was small, these variables were recoded as 0 (non-
residents / extended family not engaging in the specific childcare activity) and 
1 (non-residents / extended family engaging in the specific childcare activity); 
d number of activities × number of categories of people assisting with activity; 
e see Fig.  1. Model covariates were determined using directed acyclic graphs 
(see Additional files 1 and 2); b = regression coefficient; 95% CI = 95% confidence 
intervals
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activities performed by non-residents were associated 
with mothers reporting higher family satisfaction, 
while mothers tutoring children and doing housework 
had lower family satisfaction, irrespective of their own 
employment status. In contrast, maternal employment 
status determined the relationships between mater-
nal satisfaction with family life and specific domes-
tic activities performed by the mother, her spouse or 
other family members in the household.

Maternal SES and family life satisfaction
The positive relationships between two indicators of 
maternal SES (household income and educational attain-
ment) and family life satisfaction found in the present 
study are consistent with earlier research. Positive asso-
ciations between income and life satisfaction have been 
reported at both country [63] and household levels [8, 
14, 64]. In general, people tend to be more satisfied with 
their life when they have access to disposable resources 
in addition to those covering basic needs [65]. Household 

income becomes particularly significant when raising a 
young family because, as noted earlier, having children 
may lead to financial stress [5]. The widespread endorse-
ment of utilitarian familism in Hong Kong, focusing on 
familial economic gains [66] and raising successful and 
socially competitive children [67], may further amplify 
the importance of household income for family satisfac-
tion in Hong Kong mothers [68].

Regarding the positive association between maternal 
educational attainment and family satisfaction found 
in our study, we need to note that it was observed only 
in regression models unadjusted for household income 
(i.e., total effect model in Table 2 and other models listed 
in Additional files 1 and 2, available on request). In line 
with these findings, higher income has been proposed as 
one of the key mechanisms through which higher educa-
tion leads to higher levels of life satisfaction [69, 70]. A 
study conducted in four East Asian regions found house-
hold income to be particularly important for life satis-
faction in China [69]. Another contributing mechanism 

Fig. 1  Curvilinear relationship between number of housework activities performed by the mother and maternal family life satisfaction. Notes. The solid 
lines represent point estimates (grey boundaries are 95% confidence intervals)
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underpinning the aforementioned association could be 
mothers’ perception of being more prepared for various 
aspects of life, including childrearing, as a result of for-
mal education [15].

In terms of maternal employment status, we found that 
mothers working part-time were less satisfied with their 
family life compared to their counterparts, and moth-
ers in full-time employment had higher family satisfac-
tion than non-working mothers only if they were from a 
lower-income household (within the 37th percentile in 
2016 [71]). In a similar fashion, a study conducted in four 
East Asian regions reported that part-time employed 
women in China had lower marital satisfaction than 
those who were in full-time employment, but no signifi-
cant difference in satisfaction was found between full-
time employed and non-working wives [21]. Part-time 

employment may cause lower family satisfaction because 
it usually entails poorly paid, unskilled jobs with lim-
ited prospect for promotion [72] and with non-standard 
work schedules that generate work-to-family conflict 
[50]. The Hong Kong Government has been promoting 
family-friendly employment practices, including flex-
ible working hours and reasonable part-time jobs [53]. 
However, unlike many OECD’s countries, the implemen-
tation of such practices is left to the employer’s discre-
tion [53]. Moreover, the relatively small percentages of 
mothers working part-time in this study (Hong Kong) 
and in mainland China [21] suggest that full-time rather 
than part-time employment may be the accepted norm 
for Hong Kong Chinese mothers who choose or need 
to work. Under this assumption, it is possible that some 
mothers with part-time jobs would have preferred full-
time employment but were unable to secure it or would 
have preferred being a full-time homemaker but could 
not afford it, which would have negatively affected their 
family satisfaction.

Mirroring the distribution of labour force participa-
tion rates of Hong Kong mothers with children aged < 15 
years [53], over 44% of mothers in our study were not 
employed. The fact that non-working mothers showed 
lower family satisfaction than those working full-time 
only if they lived in lower-income households suggests 
that, for mothers of disadvantaged households, full-
time employment is a pure necessity to meet the finan-
cial demands of raising a family and being able to do so 
has, understandably, a major positive impact on their 
family satisfaction. Mothers living in less disadvantaged 
households have more freedom to choose between hav-
ing a career or devoting all their time to their family and 
children, which, according to preference theory [73], 
should make non-working and full-time employed moth-
ers equally satisfied with their family life [18, 74], as this 
study suggests. In addition, the similar levels of family 
satisfaction found in full-time working and non-working 
mothers from less disadvantaged Hong Kong house-
holds could be due to maternal employment being a fam-
ily decision [37], which is in accordance with utilitarian 
familism [66].

Yet, it should be noted that the average level of fam-
ily satisfaction in the examined sample fell around being 
“somewhat satisfied” and “satisfied”, indicating the pres-
ence of challenges in both non-working and working 
mothers. Being a homemaker may be a personal and/or 
family decision but also reflect the lack of jobs suited to 
mothers of young children and/or the lack of appropri-
ate and affordable childcare. For example, in 2018, 10% 
of 30-59-year-old Hong Kong homemakers expressed 
their willingness to work if employment was located near 
their home and employment with adequate renumeration 
and flexible working hours was on offer [53]. Childcare 

Table 4  Associations of indicators of division of domestic work 
with maternal family life satisfaction by maternal employment 
status
Employment status category 
– indicator#

b 95% CI p-
value

Mothers not working (n = 143)
  Residents: tutor children -0.52 -0.68, 

-0.36
< 0.001

  Spouse: play with children -0.10 -0.29, 
0.09

0.305

  Spouse: tutor children 0.04 -0.11, 
0.19

0.620

  Spouse: active housework activities -0.01 -0.05, 
0.04

0.825

  Mothers: play with child -0.15 -0.36, 
0.07

0.183

Mothers working part-time (n = 31)
  Residents: tutor children 0.34 0.16, 0.52 < 0.001
  Spouse: play with children 0.51 0.22, 0.80 0.001
  Spouse: tutor children 0.14 -0.13, 

0.42
0.312

  Spouse: active housework activities 0.07 0.01, 0.12 0.012
  Mothers: play with child -0.84 -1.30, 

-0.37
< 0.001

Mothers working full-time (n = 148)
  Residents: tutor children -0.41 -0.94, 

0.12
0.130

  Spouse: play with children -0.12 -0.31, 
0.06

0.197

  Spouse: tutor children -0.22 -0.40, 
-0.03

0.021

  Spouse: active housework activities -0.01 -0.05, 
0.02

0.421

  Mothers: play with child -0.08 -0.40, 
0.23

0.611

Note. Results from generalised linear mixed models with random intercepts 
at the administrative unit level, Gaussian variance and identity link functions. 
Model covariates were determined using directed acyclic graphs (see Additional 
files 1 and 2). Only statistically significant (p < .05) explanatory variable by 
employment status interaction effects are presented. ref: reference category; 
b = regression coefficient; 95% CI = 95% confidence intervals; # reference 
category = no (agent not participating in activity)
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services in Hong Kong have been found to be inadequate 
in terms of supply, affordability, location and hours of 
service, making it difficult for mothers of young children 
to enter the workforce [53].

Domestic work and family life satisfaction
We expected that maternal participation in housework 
activities would negatively impact their family satisfac-
tion but participation in activities benefiting their child’s 
development would not. This hypothesis was generally 
supported by the data, with exception of child tutor-
ing and playing with children in mothers working part-
time, as detailed below. The J-shaped negative association 
between the number of different types of housework 
performed by mothers and their family satisfaction sug-
gests that the most negative effects arose from increas-
ing the number of activities from 0 to 4. Yet, these effects 
amounted to a difference of only 0.3 points on the family 
satisfaction scale (Fig. 1).

Our hypothesis that assistance with housework and 
childcare from others, including a domestic helper, 
would be positively associated with maternal family sat-
isfaction was only in part supported and, generally, more 
applicable to mothers in part-time employment. Non-
working and full-time employed mothers did not appear 
to benefit from spouses’ and other residents’ assistance. 
Also, mothers, in general, did not show higher family sat-
isfaction if they had a domestic helper, but they benefited 
from having non-resident family members help with any 
domestic work. The lack of evidence of a positive impact 
of paid domestic helpers on maternal family satisfaction 
might be due to the fact that they do not reduce the time 
mothers spent on domestic work because the reduction 
in housework resulting from having them is offset by an 
increase in time allocated to developmental childcare 
activities and managing the helper(s) [42].

In general, our findings are in contrast to the positive 
effects of spouses’ participation in domestic work on 
maternal life [24] and family satisfaction [21] reported by 
multi-country studies, but in line with data from main-
land China [21]. Domestic work sharing between hus-
bands and wives appears to be more common in China 
than Western [24] and other East Asian countries [21]. In 
our study, over 85% of mothers reported some domestic 
work done by their spouse and 42.6% reported spouse’s 
engagement in all three examined domestic activities. In 
a recent Chinese study, spouse’s participation rate was 
71.6% [75] and, of four East Asian regions, China had 
the smallest domestic work time gap between men and 
women [35] and the highest spouse’s participation rate 
in housework (cooking, cleaning the house and doing 
the laundry) [47]. If domestic work sharing between 
husband and wife, as well as other adult resident family 
members, is prevalent and considered a cultural norm, 

it is not surprising that they were, generally, unrelated 
to maternal family satisfaction. The positive effects of 
non-resident family members’ contributions to domestic 
work on maternal family satisfaction could be attributed 
to mothers and their spouses having more free time for 
themselves [44] or having more opportunities to bond 
with their extended family.

In general, we found that assistance with housework 
and childcare activities could be the most beneficial to 
part-time working mothers. The family- and work-related 
expectations of Hong Kong mothers in part-time employ-
ment may exceed their physical and mental capacity and, 
thus, cause dissatisfaction with family life. Part-time jobs 
in Hong Kong are usually lower paid and insufficiently 
flexible to meet the need of mothers with young chil-
dren. In addition, part-time employment may be per-
ceived by family members as providing sufficient time to 
mothers to accomplish most domestic work. For these 
reasons, our study suggests that, in the context of Hong 
Kong, part-time working mothers of young children are 
likely to experience high levels of work-to-family and/or 
family-to-work conflicts. As this group of mothers are 
less likely to be able to hire a domestic helper (NB: in this 
study, over 73% of part-time employed mothers did not 
have a domestic helper) and afford professional tutor-
ing for their children, sharing domestic work with other 
resident members may possibly counteract the lower 
levels of family life satisfaction associated with part-time 
employment.

Among the findings related to the effects of assistance 
with childcare activities on family satisfaction, it is inter-
esting to note that mothers in full-time employment 
were less satisfied if their spouse tutored their children. 
Although this finding may be due to uncontrolled con-
founders, such as spouse’s work status, it could be argued 
that mothers in full-time employment are typically more 
educated and, hence, likely to be more confident in their 
opinions and disagree with their spouse on child devel-
opment matters. Such disagreements may reduce their 
family satisfaction [76]. It is also possible that full-time 
employed mothers would prefer for their children high-
quality professional tutoring to their spouse’s tutor-
ing. In support of this conjecture, the higher likelihood 
of Hong Kong mothers of young children to be in full-
time employment in families of high-income husbands 
has been attributed to them having high expectations 
for their children’s academic success and the belief that 
this can be achieved via costly professional education and 
extracurricular activities for their children [37].

Among non-working mothers, having household fam-
ily members other than their spouse tutor their child(ren) 
was predictive of lower family satisfaction. At the same 
time, their tutoring children was associated with lower 
family satisfaction, while having children tutored by 
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non-residents, which in 91% of the cases were grandpar-
ents, predicted higher satisfaction. Albeit the latter two 
effects were also observed in working mothers. The way 
the division of child tutoring impacts maternal family sat-
isfaction depends on maternal beliefs about the utility of 
tutoring activities for their children’s development and 
future academic success, confidence in their competence 
to successfully tutor their children [77] and time pressure 
associated with having multiple roles (housework, chil-
drearing and paid work) [75]. In general, mothers, irre-
spective of their employment status, may not feel they 
can provide the best education to their child(ren), either 
because they do not feel competent or have insufficient 
time to devote to such activities. These feelings may be 
exacerbated by the ideology of intensive parenting [43], 
which is common in Hong Kong [42]. Having non-resi-
dents parents or in-laws who can mind and tutor the 
child(ren) outside the home can alleviate maternal feel-
ings of incompetence and time pressure, and also provide 
some private time for the mother and their spouse, which 
is especially important for mothers’ wellbeing [44]. Yet, 
this does not explain the negative effect of child tutoring 
by resident family members on non-working mothers’ 
family satisfaction. In this case, dissatisfaction may arise 
from disagreements related to the way children are being 
educated. Non-working mothers may be more aware 
than working mothers of the practices adopted by their 
resident parents or in-laws given that they live in the 
same household and spend more time together.

Strengths and limitations
This study has several strengths. We examined corre-
lates of family life satisfaction, an important component 
of life satisfaction, in mothers of young children who are 
a vulnerable, yet overlooked, group. The findings of this 
and similar studies can inform family policies and prac-
tice to increase family satisfaction in this demographic 
and boost the wellbeing of families as a whole. Unlike 
earlier studies, we examined the independent contribu-
tions of different types of domestic work performed by 
key agents (e.g., mothers, spouses and other family mem-
bers) to maternal family satisfaction. Our investigation of 
the moderating roles of household income and maternal 
employment status on the associations of maternal fam-
ily satisfaction with maternal employment status and 
the division of domestic work, respectively, helped elu-
cidate the interaction between work and family life in 
Hong Kong mothers of young children. These findings 
are potentially generalisable to populations with similar 
demographic and cultural characteristics (e.g., moth-
ers in mainland China and other East Asian regions). 
This study is not void of limitations. These include the 
cross-sectional nature of the study that precludes causal 
inference; the use of non-probability sampling that is 

susceptible to sampling bias; the lack of information 
on the time allocated to domestic work by the various 
agents; the inability to differentiate between unemployed 
mothers seeking work and non-working mothers; the 
lack of information on the type of domestic work per-
formed by the paid domestic helper; the lack of detailed 
information on maternal occupation that could provide a 
more comprehensive understanding of the role of work-
family conflict in influencing family satisfaction among 
working mothers; and the relatively small number of 
participants (mothers) in part-time employment raising 
concerns about the robustness of the findings pertaining 
to the moderating role of mothers’ employment status 
on the associations between division of housework and 
mothers’ family life satisfaction.

Conclusions
Lower family life satisfaction found in less advantaged 
Hong Kong mothers of young children (e.g., those with 
lower education, lower household income and those in 
part-time employment) requires that particular atten-
tion be given to the subjective wellbeing of these mothers 
and their families. Housework chores and child tutor-
ing activities can also compromise mothers’ satisfaction 
with family life. These negative effects may be counter-
acted by family members assisting with housework or 
childcare so that mothers can find some private time to 
devote to themselves and their spouse. Mothers with 
part-time jobs, who may experience more time pressure 
and demands at work as well as at home, may benefit 
the most from their spouse’s assistance with housework 
chores and playing with children, and from the assistance 
of other resident family members with child tutoring. 
This study also highlights some findings unique to Hong 
Kong and culturally and economically similar locations in 
East Asia. The employment rate among mothers of young 
children was lower than that observed in many OECD’s 
countries, a phenomenon that has been attributed to the 
lack of family-friendly employment practices and the 
lack of affordable and satisfactory centre-based childcare 
services in Hong Kong [53]. Government efforts aimed 
at solving these barriers to maternal employment may 
significantly improve family satisfaction in mothers of 
young children and the wellbeing of the whole family.
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