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Purpose: This study aims to examine the mediating effect of life stress and the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction on
work—family conflict and depression among working mothers during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods: A secondary analysis was conducted using raw data from Wave 8 of the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women and
Families, collected during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021. Among the 9175 respondents, study included 1315 women aged between
26 and 55, who have children cohabiting with them. Data analysis involved descriptive statistics; 7-test, ANOVA, and Pearson’s
correlation. The analysis was conducted using the SPSS/WIN 26.0 program and the SPSS PROCESS macro (version 4.0).

Results: Life stress was observed to have a significant mediating effect (indirect effect) on work—family conflict and depression.
Within this indirect effect, job satisfaction was found to play a moderated mediating role.

Conclusion: Drawing from these findings, various interventional strategies can be devised to alleviate work—family conflict and life
stress, and enhance job satisfaction, thereby improving the mental health of working mothers. Additionally, these results offer valuable
insights for developing mental health promotion programs aimed at preventing and preparing for crises such as infectious diseases and
can contribute to inform health policy-making.
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Introduction
Background

The participation rate of married women in economic activities has been steadily increasing. Over the past decade, the
employment rate of women aged 15-64 in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries
has steadily risen from 50.7% in 2011 to 62.2% in 2022. In Korea, the employment rate of women in this age group
increased from 53.1% to 60.0% during the same period." In 2022, the number of married employed women aged 15-54
with children under 18 increased by 16,000 year-on- year.?

In the wake of increasing social participation by women, married employed women, who manage dual roles at work
and home, often face chronic stress, making them particularly susceptible to mental stress and depression.> Work—family
conflict refers to the tension that arises from managing responsibilities both at work and family domains.* This form of
role conflict is driven by the distinct demands of their roles at work and home.” Given that individuals are often
overwhelmed and stressed by roles that exceed their capacity, there is a compelling need to minimize work—family
conflict.* Married employed women with children in the household (hereinafter referred to as “working mothers™) are
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constantly exposed to the triple stressors of parenting, household duties, and job responsibilities, making them prone to
chronic stress.*” They frequently experience chronic fatigue and depression while playing multiple roles, with work—
family conflict being the primary and ongoing factor affecting their mental health.®

COVID-19 significantly increased the burden of childcare at home as schools and daycare centers remained closed, and social
relationships diminished, posing exceptionally heightened difficulties to working mothers.” The pandemic had a significant
negative impact on women, a socio-economically vulnerable group.” Data from the Korea Labor Institute (2020) indicate that
women’s household labor time and associated stress have escalated following the pandemic, leading to financial strains.'

Korean working mothers, who are often expected to uphold traditional female roles in a patriarchal culture, frequently
encounter work—family conflict as they attempt to balance their professional and family life."' In addition to handling
traditional household and parenting responsibilities, they also face various forms of stress, further compounded by job-
related pressure. During the day, they navigate stress from diverse work tasks and interpersonal relationships, and
seamlessly transition to managing household chores and providing childcare after work.® Contrary to major life events
like divorce or childbirth, it is the accumulation of minor daily stresses that can profoundly impact mental health.'?
Consequently, the day-to-day stress experienced by working mothers becomes increasingly ubiquitous and intense.’
When family demands, such as childcare and household responsibilities, surpass a certain threshold, it detrimentally
affects women’s mental health, intensifying stress and potentially leading to depression.” Therefore, psychological
factors, such as depression and continuous stress exposure faced by working mothers, should not be trivialized as
mere individual issues, but need to be sensitively regarded as mental health concerns closely tied to the stress and
depression inherent in achieving a work—family balance.

Job satisfaction is closely associated with attitudes toward assigned tasks, rewards, costs, and interpersonal relation-
ships as members of an organization.'® It has been reported that occupational variables of married employed women
significantly impact both their physical and mental health,"* with higher job satisfaction and lower job stress being
positively correlated with better mental health. Research has demonstrated that work—family conflict adversely affects
mental health, leading to depression. Workers experiencing greater work—family conflict tend to have higher levels of
depression compared to others.'>™'7 Stress is related by work—family conflict and job satisfaction. Role conflicts for
women both in work and family settings act as stressors, leading to job dissatisfaction, tension, and health issues.'® There
is a positive correlation between work—family conflict and job stress, which adversely affects married employed
women.'? Therefore, from a national perspective, it is essential to understand the job satisfaction of working mothers
and explore how it impacts mental health. This understanding is key to ensuring their continuous participation in
economic activities from a quantitative perspective and efficient contribution from a qualitative perspective.

The work—family conflict experienced by working mothers affects life stress and depression, with the degree of
depression varying according to job satisfaction.>®!*!317:2% Accordingly, it can be inferred that the intensity of life stress
in the relationship between work—family conflict and depression may vary depending on the level of job satisfaction.
However, previous studies have only verified causal relationships or simple mediation. There is a lack integrated studies the
moderated mediating role of job satisfaction in influencing the degree of depression under different conditions and
situations for working mothers. Moreover, previous research relied on small sample size surveys. Therefore, using panel
databases during the COVID-19 pandemic, we aimed to comprehensively examine the mediation effect of life stress and the
moderated mediation effect of job satisfaction in the effect of work—family conflict on depression among working mothers.

To address this research gap, this study aims to verify the mediating effect of life stress on work—family conflict and
depression among working mothers during COVID-19. Additionally, it seeks to comprehensively examine the moderated
mediating effect of job satisfaction in the pathway by which work—family conflict affects depression through the
mediation of life stress. The study provides practical data for developing mental health promotion programs aimed at
preventing and preparing for crises such as pandemics, and it can contribute to inform health policy-making.

Conceptual Model and Research Objectives

This study aims to construct and test a model that explains the mediating effect of life stress and the moderated mediating
effect of job satisfaction on work—family conflict and depression among working mothers. It is a descriptive research
study conducted as a secondary analysis using raw data from Wave 8 of the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women and
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Figure | Mediation effect model of Life Stress and moderated mediation effect model of Job Satisfaction. Conceptual framework of mediation model (A). Conceptual
framework of moderated mediation model(B).

Families conducted in 2021. Previous studies have demonstrated the impact of work—family conflict on life stress and
depression.>® Life stress also affects depression,”?' and its mediating effect was confirmed in the relationship between
work—family conflict and depression.”'® Job satisfaction is a key variable that reduces work—family conflict and
depression,'* and the level of depression among working mothers was found to vary depending on their job
satisfaction.*” Drawing on these previous studies, a conceptual model was formulated as follows (Figure 1).

1) Examine the subjects’ work—family conflict, life stress, depression, and job satisfaction.

2) Examine the subjects’ work—family conflict, life stress, depression, and job satisfaction based on their general
characteristics.

3) Examine the mediating effect of life stress in the relationship between the subjects’ work—family conflict and
depression.

4) Examine the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction that moderates the mediation effect of life stress in the
relationship between the subjects’ work—family conflict and depression.

Based on the above literature review, this study proposed two hypotheses (Figure 1).
Hypothesis 1. Life stress mediates the relationship between the work—family conflict and depression.

Hypothesis 2. Job satisfaction moderates the indirect association between the work—family conflict and depression via
life stress.

Materials and Methods

Study Design

This study involves a descriptive survey conducted as a secondary analysis using raw data from Wave 8 of the Korean
Longitudinal Survey of Women and Families (2021).

Research Data and Participants

The analysis is based on data from the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women and Families conducted by the Korean
Women’s Development Institute in 2021, which provides valuable information on various aspects of Korean women’s
lives, families, economic activities, and values. It also includes diverse data related to family behavior, such as childbirth
and child-rearing. The target population of the survey consists of 9997 women living in 9068 households across the
country, with women aged 19—-64 as household members sampled across South Korea. The survey was conducted at one-
year intervals between Wave 1 (2007) and Wave 2 (2008). Starting from Wave 3, the survey was conducted every
other year, with the most recent survey completed in 2021.
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The survey was conducted using computer-assisted personal interviewing, where interviewers contacted selected
panel members, asked them questions based on a structured questionnaire using computers, and immediately transmitted
the collected data.”® For this study, data from Wave 8 conducted in 2021 were utilized. Initially, 9175 respondents were
included, from whom 6222 married women were extracted. Among them, 3126 were wage workers. From this group,
1326 were identified as mothers aged between 26 and 55, with children living in the household. After excluding one case
with missing independent variable data, a total of 1325 participants were included as subjects in the study (Figure 2).

Research Tools

Independent Variable: Work—Family Conflict

Work—family conflict was assessed by measuring conflict in the context of working mothers with adolescent children
facing the dual demands and responsibilities of work and family. Respondents were asked to rate how their work
experience was affecting their family life, with response options being “very much”, “somewhat”, “not really”, and “not
at all”. Detailed items included: (1) Working gives me a sense of fulfillment and energy in life; (2) I believe that working
allows me to gain recognition from family members; (3) Working makes family life more satisfying; (4) Working has
a positive impact on my children; (5) Working long hours interferes with family life; and (6) Irregular working hours
interfere with family life. Reverse-coded items 5 and 6 were analyzed after recoding. A higher total score of the six items
indicates a greater level of work—family conflict experienced in the workplace. The reliability of the work—family conflict

scale used in this study was measured as 0.730.

Mediating Variable: Life Stress

Life stress was assessed using an 8-item scale designed to measure the level of stress the respondents experienced in their
daily lives in light of their thoughts and emotions. Each item was rated on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = very much, 2 =
somewhat, 3 = not really, 4 = not at all). The items included: (1) I experience stress at work, home, or school; (2)
I sometimes drink alone when I feel depressed; (3) I believe watching TV or using the internet alone is more enjoyable
than meeting people; (4) I often get angry at others without a specific reason; (5) I have no one to talk to over serious
concerns; (6) I can easily relieve stress during stressful situations; (7) I experience stress due to economic reasons; and
(8) I experience stress due to interpersonal relationships. Seven items, except for item 6, were used after recoding.
A higher total score indicates a higher level of daily life stress. The reliability of this scale was measured as 0.710.

Dependent Variable: Depression

Depression was assessed using the 10-item CES-D-10 (Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale). The scale
assesses the extent to which respondents experienced certain emotions and behaviors during the past week. They include: (1)
I was bothered by things that usually do not bother me; (2) I had trouble focusing on what I was doing; (3) I felt depressed;
(4) 1 felt like everything was laborious; (5) I felt hopeful about the future; (6) I felt fearful; (7) My sleep was disturbed; (8)
I was happy; (9) I felt lonely; and (10) I could not keep myself going. Each item was rated on a 4-point Likert scale: 0 =
rarely or none of the time (less than 1 day), 1 = some or little of the time (1-2 days), 2 = occasionally or a moderate amount of
time (3—5 days), and 3 = most or all of the time (5-7 days). Items 5 and 8 are reverse-scored. A higher total score indicates
a greater level of depression. The reliability of the CES-D-10 in this study was measured as 0.750.

Moderating Variable: Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction was assessed on the 10-item job satisfaction scale used in the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women and
Families, which measured the extent to which respondents were satisfied with their current job. The items focused on (1)
income, (2) job stability, (3) job content, (4) work environment, (5) growth potential, (6) development potential, (7)
interpersonal relationships at work, (8) fringe benefits, (9) recognition of performance, and (10) overall job satisfaction.
Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = very satisfied, 2 = somewhat satisfied, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat
dissatisfied, 5 = very dissatisfied). The total scale score, obtained after recoding all items, represented the level of job
satisfaction, with a higher total score indicating greater job satisfaction. The reliability of the job satisfaction scale in this
study was measured as 0.910.
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Figure 2 Flow chart (N=1325).
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Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using the SPSS/WIN 26.0 program and SPSS PROCESS macro (version 4.0).?* The reliability of
the psychometric tools was determined using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze
the general characteristics of the subjects and the scores of the variables. Differences in depression based on the subjects’
characteristics were analyzed using independent t-tests and one-way ANOVA. For post hoc analysis, Scheffe’s test was
utilized.

The relationship between work—family conflict, life stress, depression, and job satisfaction were analyzed using
Pearson’s correlation. The mediating effect of life stress on the impact of work—family conflict on depression was
analyzed using PROCESS Macro Model 4, followed by testing the statistical significance of the mediating effect (indirect
effect), ie the causal relationship between the independent variable (X) on the dependent variable (Y) via mediating
variable (M).*?

Using PROCESS Macro Model 14, we analyzed the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction on the impact of
work—family conflict and depression through life stress, and examined the statistical significance of the conditional
indirect effect and the moderated mediation index.?**** The moderated mediating effect signifies that the strength of the
mediating effect is moderated by the moderator variable (W) in the causal pathway from the independent variable (X) to
the dependent variable (Y) via the mediating variable (M). Essentially, the presence of a moderated mediating effect is
established when the moderated mediation index is statistically significant.*>** To assess the significance of the indirect
effect, conditional indirect effect, and moderated mediation index, bootstrapping was employed with 5000 resampled
samples, based on the lower and upper limits of the estimated by analyzing the 95% bootstrapping confidence
interval.?>** The significance of the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction was determined using the Johnson-
Neyman technique within the PROCESS macro (p<0.05).%%**

Results

Differences in Depression According to Subjects’ General Characteristics

Among the respondents, 4.0% were aged below 35, while 54.7% were between 35 and 45. Regarding educational level,
1.9% had completed middle school or lower, 41.5% were high school graduates, 23.5% had associate degrees, 29.1% had
bachelor’s degrees, and 4.1% had master’s degrees or higher. In terms of subjective health status, 69.4% reported to be in
good health, 27.4% average, and 3.1% poor. Household income over the past year was categorized into the upper (25%),
median (50%), and lower quartiles (25%). The majority of respondents had two children living at home (62.3%),
followed by those with one child (21.6%), and three or more children (16.1%). In the variable of living together
preschool children, 85.8% had no preschool children and 14.2% had preschool children.

Regarding satisfaction with the husband’s contribution to household chores, 3.6% were very satisfied, 40.7%
generally satisfied, 34.0% were average, 14.9% were not very satisfied, and 6.8% were not at all satisfied. Only 9.6%
had domestic help, with the majority (90.4%) managing the household without external assistance. In terms of employ-
ment status, 58.0% held regular positions while 42% were in irregular positions. Relative to the period before COVID-
19, household income mostly remained the same (73.7%), with 22.8% reporting a decrease, and 3.5% an increase.

Among the general characteristics of the respondents, statistically significant differences in the level of depression
were found in subjective health status (p<0.001), annual household income (p=0.001), and satisfaction with the
husband’s contribution to household chores (p<0.001). Post hoc analysis revealed that a lower subjective health status
was associated with a higher level of depression, while a higher annual household income was associated with a lower
level of depression. Furthermore, the level of depression was higher among those who were not at all satisfied with the
husband’s contribution to household chores (Table 1).

Correlation Between Work—Family Conflict, Life Stress, Depression, and Job

Satisfaction
In a correlation analysis between work—family conflict, life stress, depression, and job satisfaction, there was a significant
positive correlation with life stress (r = 0.27, p < 0.001) and depression (r = 0.19, p < 0.001) and a significant negative
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Table | Differences in Depression According to Subjects’ General Characteristics

Variables Categories N(%) Depression
MiSD t or F(p) Scheffe
Age 26-34 53(4.0) 1.35+.39 0.066 (0.936)
3544 415(31.3) 1.33£.39
245 857(64.7) 1.33+£.40
Educational level Middle school graduates or lower 25(1.9) 1.47+.53 1.327 (0.258)
High school graduates 550(41.5) 1.33+.38
Associate degrees 311(23.5) 1.33£.40
Bachelor’s degrees 385(29.1) 1.33£.40
Master’s degrees or higher 54(4.1) 1.26+.31
Subjective health status Good * 920(69.4) 1.27+.34 46.566 (0.000) a<b<c
Average ° 363(27.4) 1.45+.43
Poor © 42(3.1) 1.65+.68
Household income over the past year Upper 25% * 331(25.0) 1.27+£.33 6.596 (0.001) a<b,c
Median 50% ° 663(50.0) 1.34+.38
Lower 25% © 331(25.0) 1.38+.46
Number of children living together [ 286(21.6) 1.38+.43 2.846 (0.058)
2 826(62.3) 1.32+.38
>3 213(16.1) 1.32+.38
Living together preschool children None 1137(85.8) 1.33+.39 —0.048 (0.962)
Having preschool-aged child 188(14.2) 1.33+.40
Husband’s contribution to household chores Very satisfied * 48(3.6) 1.21+.29 10.843 (0.000) a,b,c,d<e
Generally satisfied 539(40.7) 1.32+.40
Average © 451(34.0) 1.31+.34
Unsatisfied ¢ 197(14.9) 1.35+.43
Very unsatisfied © 90(6.8) 1.57+.49
Domestic helpers Yes 127(9.6) 1.29+.39 —1.232 (0.218)
No 1198(90.4) 1.33£.39
Employment status Regular 768(58.0) 1.32+.37 —1.221 (0.222)
Irregular 557(42.0) 1.35+.42
Relative to the period before COVID-19, household income Decrease 302(22.8) 1.34+.40 0.15 (0.861)
Same 977(73.7) 1.33+.40
Increase 46(3.5) 1.35+.31

Notes: The results of post-hoc analysis of variables that showed significant results after ANOVA (Subjective health status, Household income over the past year, Husband’s
contribution to household chores) are shown in categories for each variable.

correlation with job satisfaction (r = —0.32, p < 0.001). Life stress was found to have a significant positive correlation

with depression (r = 0.38, p < 0.001) and a significant negative correlation with job satisfaction (r = —0.23, p < 0.001).

Depression exhibited a significant negative correlation with job satisfaction (r = —0.14, p < 0.001). (Table 2).

Table 2 Correlation Between Work—Family Conflict, Life Stress, Depression, and Job Satisfaction

Mean SD Work-Family Life Stress Depression Job Satisfaction
Conflict r(p) r(p) r(p) r(p)
Work-Family Conflict 1.91 0.44 |
Life Stress 2.02 0.36 0.27 (<.001) |
Depression 1.33 0.39 0.19 (<.001) 0.38 (<.001) |
Job Satisfaction 342 0.54 —0.32 (<.001) —0.23 (<.001) | —0.14 (<.001) |

Abbreviation: SD, standard deviation.
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The Mediating Effect of Life Stress on the Impact of Work—Family Conflict on

Depression Among Married Employed Women

After controlling for subjective health status, annual household income, and satisfaction with the husband’s contribu-
tion to household chores, which significantly influenced depression levels, the mediating effect of life stress on the
relationship between work—family conflict and depression was examined using PROCESS macro 4. Bootstrapping was
utilized to determine the statistical significance of the indirect effect. In Step 1, work—family conflict (independent
variable, X) had a significant impact on depression (dependent variable, Y) (B =0.16, p < 0.001). In Step 2, the impact
of work—family conflict (X) on life stress (mediator, M) was also significant (B =0.21, p < 0.001). In Step 3, within the
model including work—family conflict (X), the direct effect of life stress (M) on depression (Y) was significant (B =
0.36, p < 0.001), as well as the mediating effect (indirect effect) of work—family conflict (X) on depression (Y) through
life stress (M) (B = 0.09, p < 0.001). The mediating effect of life stress in the causal relationship between work—family
conflict and depression was determined to be 0.07, a significant value within the 95% confidence interval, not
including 0 (Table 3).

The Moderated Mediating Effect of Job Satisfaction on Work—Family Conflict and
Depression Through Life Stress Among Married Employed Women

After controlling for subjective health status, annual household income, and satisfaction with the husband’s contribution
to household chores, which significantly influenced depression levels, the mediating effect of life stress on the relation-
ship between work—family conflict and depression was examined using the PROCESS macro 4. Bootstrapping was
employed to assess the statistical significance of the indirect effect.

Step 1 demonstrated that the impact of work—family conflict (X) on life stress (M) was significant (B = 0.20, p<
0.001). In Step 2, both the direct effect of work—family conflict (X) on depression (Y) (B = 0.07, p=0.02) and the effect of
life stress (M) on depression (Y) (B =0.79, p< 0.001) were significant. The effect of job satisfaction (W) on depression
(Y) was also found significant (B = 0.28, p< 0.001). Likewise, the interaction term of life stress (M) and job satisfaction
(moderator variable, W) (M x W) on depression (Y) was significant (B = —0.13, p = 0.04) (Table 4).

The conditional indirect effect of job satisfaction was statistically significant across all three groups: below-average
(mean-1SD; effect = 0.41, 95% CI = 0.34-0.48), average (mean; effect = 0.33, 95% CI = 0.28-0.39), and above-average
(mean+1SD; effect = 0.26, 95% CI = 0.19-0.34). The impact of work—family conflict on depression through the
mediation of life stress was found to be more pronounced in groups with lower job satisfaction, with satisfaction scores

Table 3 the Mediating Effect of Life Stress on the Impact of Work—Family Conflict on Depression Among Married Employed

Women
Model Independent Dependent | Coeff. SE t p -value R? F p -value
Variable Variable

Mediating effect
Step I. X — Y 0.13 0.02 5.60 < 0.001 0.10 35.83 < 0.001
Step 2. X — M 0.20 0.02 8.96 < 0.001 0.12 44.46 < 0.001
Step 3. X, M — Y 0.19 60.59 < 0.001

X — Y 0.07 0.02 2.85 < 0.001

M — Y 0.34 0.03 12.00 < 0.001

Effect Boot. SE Boot. 95% CI (LLCI~ULCI)

Indirect effect (X - M —Y) 0.07 0.0l 0.05 ~.09

Abbreviations: X, Work-Family Conflict; Y, Depression; M, Life Stress(mediator); Coeff, Coefficient; SE, Standard error; Boot, Bootstrapping; Cl, Confidence interval;
LLCI, Lower; ULCI, Upper limit confidence interval.
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Table 4 The Moderated Mediating Effect of Job Satisfaction on Work—Family Conflict and Depression Through Life Stress Among
Married Employed VWomen

Model | Independent Variable Dependent Variable | Coeff. SE t p -value | R? F p -value
Moderated mediation effect
Step I. X — M 0.20 0.02 | 9.06 <0.001 | 0.12 43.13 < 0.001
Step 2. X — Y 0.07 0.02 3.05 <0.001 | o0.19 44.80 < 0.001
M — Y 0.79 0.15 5.09 < 0.001
w — Y 0.28 0.09 3.0l < 0.001
M x W — Y -0.13 0.04 | —2.95 | <o0.00l
Conditional indirect effect Job satisfaction Effect Boot. SE | Boot. 95% CI (LLCI~ULCI)
Mean—1SD(2.88) 0.41 0.04 0.34 ~ 0.48
Mean (3.42) 0.33 0.03 0.28 ~ 0.39
Mean+1SD(3.97) 0.26 0.04 0.19 ~0.34
Moderated mediation index = —0.03 0.0l —0.05 ~ -0.01
Johnson-Neyman significance region = 4.87 (t =1.96, p < 0.05) 0.00~.29

Abbreviations: X, Work-Family Conflict; Y, Depression; M, Life Stress (mediator); W, Job satisfaction(moderator); Coeff, Coefficient; SE, Standard error; Boot,
Bootstrapping; Cl, Confidence interval; LLCI, Lower limit confidence interval; ULCI, Upper limit confidence interval; SD, Standard deviation.

inversely correlated with the strength of its moderated mediating effect. Specifically, the lower the job satisfaction scores,
the greater the strength of the mediating (indirect) effect of work—family conflict on depression through life stress.
According to the Johnson-Neyman analysis, the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction was significant when job
satisfaction scores were below 4.87 (within a possible range of 1-5) (Table 4). This suggests that job satisfaction scores
had an inverse relationship with the mediating effect of life stress on the relationship between work—family conflict and
depression, with lower job satisfaction scores indicating a stronger moderating effect (Figure 3).

Discussion
This study examined the mediating effect of life stress and the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction on work—
family conflict and depression among working mothers during COVID-19. Based on the analysis results, this section
aims to discuss how work—family conflict, life stress, and job satisfaction are related to depression in working mothers.
First, it was found that the level of depression varied significantly according to the levels of subjective health status,
annual household income, and satisfaction with the husband’s contribution to household chores. This correlation between
depression and subjective health status aligns with the findings of two studies, one that investigated the prevalence of
depressive symptoms among Korean women and another suggesting that subjective health status is a key factor for
depression among married employed women, with those perceiving their health as poor experiencing greater levels of
depression.”>° Subjective health perception involves a comprehensive assessment of one’s own health, taking into
account medical, behavioral, and psychosocial factors.?’ It represents not only a complex judgment of one’s current
health status but also includes an overall evaluation spanning from the past to the present.”” This encompasses not just
passive observations about one’s health but also expectations of active self-management.”’ Particularly during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the subjective health status of married employed women was likely influenced by pandemic-
related fears, changes in daily routine, and increased childcare responsibilities at home. These factors could have
impacted physical and psychosocial health, as well as approach to health management. Such shifts in health perception
and management may have also contributed to a worsening of mental health, leading to increased levels of depression.
When categorizing annual household income into upper, median, and lower quartiles, the lower 25% income bracket
was found to exhibit higher levels of depression compared to the upper 25%. This finding aligns with previous studies
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that have shown parents in poverty to experience higher levels of depression,” and that lower income is associated with
an increased risk of COVID-19 mortality.>’ In essence, lower socio-economic status can lead to health disparities,
suggesting that it contributes to mental health disparities and psychological inequality. Therefore, it is imperative to
recognize and address these preventable mental health inequalities, and provide policy and institutional support aimed at
achieving mental health equity.

In this study, the level of depression was also found to vary significantly according to the level of satisfaction with the
husband’s contribution to household chores. In this regard, the World Health Organization (2002) reported that structural
determinants, such as the societal roles of men and women, significantly impact women’s health.** Particularly in
a patriarchal society like Korea, where traditional gender roles are prevalent, women often bear the primary responsibility
for domestic chores, childcare, and family life, even when working outside the home, while men are more focused on
their external roles.>' Depression in working mothers can thus be influenced by the extent of the difficulties arising from
their dual burden of work and family responsibilities, encompassing roles as a mother, housewife, and employee, as well
as gender-related expectations at home. Therefore, depression in working mothers is intricately connected to the roles and
interrelationships of other family members, extending beyond the individual level. The husband’s contribution to
household chores is a crucial factor for women balancing professional and domestic roles. Consequently, satisfaction
with the husband’s household labor contribution, rather than just the time spent, is considered an important factor in the
mental health of working mothers, as it can reduce the burden of role performance at home. Therefore, addressing
depression in working mothers requires a social structural perspective, focusing on reducing discriminatory perceptions
of gender roles and enhancing societal responsibility and efforts.

Next, the study found that depression among Korean working mothers exhibited a positive correlation with work—
family conflict and overall life stress, and a negative correlation with job satisfaction. This positive correlation between

work—family conflict and depression is in line with previous research,’*>

suggesting that Korean working mothers, in
their pursuit of perfection in both their work and home roles, face a significant dual burden, more markedly than men.**

This conflict often results in heightened negative emotions, particularly when their aspirations to excel in both domains
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remain unfulfilled. Therefore, considering the cultural characteristics of Korea, it is imperative to launch efforts at
familial and societal levels to achieve a balance in the roles played at work and home. This study specifically focused on
the impact of work—family conflict in terms of fulfillment and recognition at work, satisfaction with family life, and the
time spent with family. Future research should expand to consider various aspects of work—family conflict, such as
“tension-based conflict arising from work-induced fatigue that hampers the performance of domestic roles” and
“behavior-based conflict stemming from discrepancies in behaviors and attitudes required at work and home”.

The significant relationship between overall life stress, including job stress, and depression has been well-documented
in numerous studies.®> >’ This aligns with the findings of the current study, where life stress was examined from various
perspectives, extending beyond the dual stress of job performance and household maintenance, to include interpersonal
and financial stress as well as stress coping mechanisms. The findings are particularly relevant as the survey was
conducted in 2021 during COVID-19. The prolonged period of social distancing led to heightened parenting and
household responsibilities,”® stemming from anxiety related to childcare gaps and reliance on emergency care services.
These factors likely exacerbated the various types of life stress experienced by working mothers in the context of
COVID-19-related emergencies, in addition to the usual work—family conflict. Consequently, this may have led to altered
stress patterns, increasing the vulnerability of working mothers to depression. Therefore, further research is necessary to
explore changes in depression patterns considering the pre- and post-COVID-19 stress patterns, as well as follow-up
studies to examine the impact of different types of stress on depression.

In this study, a negative correlation was observed between job satisfaction among working mothers and depression.
This is consistent with previous research, which found that satisfaction with given tasks reduced negative emotional
responses and the level of depression.>**° Job satisfaction is defined as a positive emotional state resulting from one’s job
experience and is influenced by a variety of factors.*' In our analysis, we considered several related factors, including
income, job security, content of work, working environment, prospects for advancement, workplace relationships, fringe
benefits, and recognition of performance. Therefore, it is important to address not only personal factors but also
interpersonal and environmental factors to enhance job satisfaction, as this may play a crucial role in mitigating
depression.

The analysis in this study revealed the mediating effect of life stresses on the relationship between work—family
conflict and depression among working mothers. It was found that a higher level of work—family conflict is associated
with an increased level of depression, mediated by life stress, which is exacerbated by work-family conflict, further
escalating depression. This result aligns with previous research,*** which indicated that factors such as excessive
workload, poor working conditions, communication issues, and conflicts between home and work responsibilities can
induce stress, subsequently affecting mental health, including depression. In this study, the level of life stress among
working mothers varied based on subjective health status, satisfaction with the husband’s contribution to household
chores, economic status, and type of employment. This variation suggests that these factors may influence the depression
experienced by working mothers. Consequently, addressing maternal depression necessitates a comprehensive approach
that considers various factors at the individual, interpersonal, and community levels.

This study also verified the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction on the relationship between work—family
conflict and depression among working mothers, with life stress acting as a mediator variable. Specifically, it was found that
the strength of life stress’s mediating effect on depression driven by work—family conflict increases as job satisfaction
scores decrease. Although finding comparable previous studies on the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction was
challenging, existing research has shown that job satisfaction negatively impacts life stress and depression,’ and that
variations in job satisfaction scores partially mediate the level of depression.>'*?° These results suggest that job satisfaction
can be understood in the context of the existence of moderated mediating effect. Work—family conflict in working mothers
leads to increased life stress and subsequent depression. Higher job satisfaction, however, can mitigate the severity of this
depression. The discussion on women’s multiple roles, encompassing responsibilities in both work and family domains, is
grounded in two main theoretical frameworks. Firstly, the resource drain model posits that individuals have limited mental,
material, and temporal resources available for role performance.** Alternatively, the work-family enrichment model views
the simultaneous performance of multiple roles as leading to psychological and physical satisfaction, thereby expanding
individuals’ resources.*> Therefore, to alleviate depression among working mothers, it is crucial to implement early
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interventions, such as screening, to prevent the exacerbation of life stress stemming from work—family conflict.
Additionally, campaigns and policy measures are needed to redistribute and support the role burdens that Korean working
mothers face both at work and home. Work—family conflict, characterized by role conflicts originating in the workplace,
hampers the performance of home roles and is moderated by job satisfaction. Essentially, higher job satisfaction enables
working mothers to overcome numerous workplace challenges. This is particularly evident among the 70% of female
healthcare workers during COVID-19, who faced increased risks of infection and unemployment due to layoffs, recom-
mended resignations, and forced leaves.” In such dynamic job situations, job satisfaction, including employment stability,
income, work environment, and job content, likely served as a buffer in reducing depression. Therefore, in response to
disaster situations, national policies focusing on employment stability and income are essential to address the depression
experienced by married employed women.

This study utilized secondary data from Wave 8 of the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women and Families (2021).
While the results offer valuable insights, they are subject to several limitations. First, considering that the survey was
conducted during COVID-19, the causal relationships between the primary variables remain ambiguous. This uncertainty
underscores the need for comparative research to examine work modes and household labor patterns before and after the
pandemic’s onset. Second, the focus on working mothers may limit the generalizability of the findings. Future research
should encompass various employment types to comprehensively assess depression levels. Third, this study’s sole
reliance on depression as a mental health measure may overlook other pertinent indicators, such as anxiety and life
satisfaction. Despite these limitations, the study’s significance lies in providing foundational data that contributes to the
development of systems for prevention, preparedness, and response to mental health challenges in disaster scenarios, like
the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly focusing on the depression experiences of working mothers and identification of

related factors.

Conclusion

As participation in economic activities among married women increases in OECD countries, including South Korea,
interest in maternal mental health, particularly regarding depression proportionally increased. Consequently, this study
aimed to comprehensively examine the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction on the pathway through which
work—family conflict affects depression via life stress, with a focus on working mothers in South Korea, where
a patriarchal culture continues to prevail. To achieve this, a three-phase analysis was conducted on data extracted
from Wave 8 of the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women and Families conducted in 2021. Initially, 1325 married
employed women aged 26-55 with cohabiting children (referred to as “working mothers™) were selected as subjects. The
study then examined the mediating effect of life stress in the causal relationship between work—family conflict and
depression. Lastly, it examined the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction in moderating the mediation effect of
life stress in the causal relationship between work—family conflict and depression The analysis revealed a significant
mediating effect of life stress on the impact of work—family conflict on depression, as well as a significant interaction
between life stress and job satisfaction, thereby confirming the moderated mediating effect of job satisfaction. Based on
these findings, the study proposes various intervention strategies at individual, interpersonal, organizational, and com-
munity levels to enhance the mental health of married employed women by reducing work—family conflict and life stress,
and increase job satisfaction.
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