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Abstract
Given recent sociocultural and economic changes that have created significant pressures on South Korean mothers, we were
interested in understanding the factors that might contribute to their sense of competence in taking on the challenges of
childrearing. We examined several family conditions theoretically supportive of mothers’ parenting self-efficacy (PSE),
specifically whether mothers’ PSE was associated with their marital satisfaction and with their children’s competence (social
and academic). We then examined whether PSE was related to life stress, as well as whether life stress moderated the
relationship of PSE to the proximal marital and child variables. Participants included 234 South Korean mothers of pre-
primary-aged children. Mothers completed a survey reporting on PSE, life stress, and marital satisfaction. Teachers provided
ratings of children’s competence. Regression analyses indicated that mothers who experienced lower life stress reported
higher PSE after controlling for sociodemographic characteristics. Neither marital satisfaction nor child competence was
associated with PSE. A second set of regressions tested the same set of predictors, in addition to the interactions of life stress
with marital satisfaction and of life stress with child competence. Results indicated that for mothers reporting lower life
stress, greater marital satisfaction was associated with higher PSE. Unexpectedly, for mothers experiencing higher life stress,
lower marital satisfaction was associated with higher PSE. These findings support theoretical formulations linking PSE with
marital support and life stress, while suggesting a need to further investigate the association among these factors in a variety
of situational contexts, particularly those that are appraised as stressful.

Keywords Parenting ● Parenting self-efficacy ● Marital satisfaction ● South Korea ● Pre-primary

Highlights
● Examined two family-level factors associated with PSE of South Korean mothers: marital satisfaction and children’s

academic and social competence.
● Examined life stress as an environmental factor that may be associated with PSE.
● Explored whether life stress moderated the relationship between PSE and family-level factors.
● Lower stress was related to higher PSE, controlling for family sociodemographic factors.
● Marital satisfaction was positively related to PSE for mothers experiencing relatively low stress, and negatively related

for those experiencing high stress.
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An ecological theory posits that contextual factors at mul-
tiple levels of influence can affect the formation of an
individual’s goals, self-perceptions, and expectations
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). In this study, we focus
on how two factors at the level of the microsystem (marital
satisfaction; child social and academic competence) are
related to South Korean mothers’ appraisal of their com-
petence in childrearing (parenting self-efficacy [PSE]). We
further examine how mothers’ life stress is related to their
PSE, and whether life stress moderates the association
between PSE and the two microsystem variables.

According to Bronfenbrenner, microsystem factors that
affect an individual include the support and guidance
available from important social groups surrounding the
individual, including family, peers, religious institutions,
and the like. One key microsystem element, satisfaction
with the marital relationship, has been an important pre-
dictor of PSE in studies conducted in the United States and
Western Europe (Bornstein et al., 2003). In contrast to many
of these Western countries, traditional gender roles with
respect to family life are more strongly endorsed in South
Korea (albeit more so by men than women), and most
aspects of household management, including childrearing,
are seen as largely the responsibility of mothers, with
fathers’ role consisting primarily of providing financial
support (Cha & Song, 2017, Chung et al., 2015, Hong &
Lee, 2019, Kwon & Roy, 2007, Jeong & Jeon, 2018,
Shwalb et al., 2004, Yoo, 2020). Given these national dif-
ferences in expectations regarding husbands’ support, we
asked whether mothers’ satisfaction with the behavioral and
psychological support provided by their husbands is asso-
ciated with their PSE in a South Korean sample, as it is in
studies conducted in other countries.

A second microsystem factor associated with PSE per-
tains to the personal characteristics of the child. Parenting
self-efficacy is much more likely to be high when parents
experience a sense of success in their attempts to guide and
support their children (Jones & Prinz, 2005). Children
whose social development is on track tend to be more
responsive to parental guidance, and hence provide a
source of reinforcement to parents that bolster parental
self-confidence. Similarly, when their children’s academic
potential is apparent, parents tend to conclude they are
“doing something right”. In South Korea, children’s aca-
demic achievement may be a particularly strong indicator
to mothers concerning their progress and success in
childrearing because it has traditionally been valued more
highly in South Korea than in many Western societies.
Indeed, 70% of South Korean adults aged 25 to 34 have a
tertiary degree (OECD Education GPS, 2021). It stands to
reason that mothers whose children are doing well in their
early academic life are more likely to feel efficacious than
those whose children are not progressing as rapidly (Park

et al., 2011). In addition to their regular schoolwork, a
large majority of South Korean children attend private
tutoring academies (hagwon) (Bak, 2017, Koo, 2007,
Korean Statistical Information Service, 2015a). South
Korean children are closely assessed and evaluated in these
supplementary programs as well as in their conventional
schools, rendering this information available and salient to
mothers. Accordingly, we obtained teacher ratings of
children’s social and academic competence (hereafter
referred to as child competence) and examined its rela-
tionship to PSE.

A third question we examined in the current study was
whether the degree of life stress that women experience is
associated with their PSE. While this is a common finding
in studies conducted in Western countries, it has been
studied far less frequently with respect to South Korea
(Hong & Lee, 2019). In contemporary South Korean
society, many families are experiencing financial stres-
sors. There is a growing gap between the poorest and
wealthiest South Korean citizens, with the top 20%
earning more than five times as much as the bottom 20%.
In the last five years, a substantial number of middle-class
families have experienced economic hardship, and rising
property costs have left many of them unable to invest in a
home (C. Kim, 2020). Additionally, the supplementary
education that most children receive comes at a price; in
2019, the overall ratio of private education expense to
household income was 0.07, with an even higher pro-
portion in lower- and middle-income families (S. Lee &
Shouse, 2011, “Students’ private education”, 2020).
Gender norms are another factor that can exacerbate the
life stress among South Korean mothers. While social
changes have made it easier for women to participate in
the workforce, their financial compensation relative to
their male counterparts is among the lowest of econom-
ically comparable nations (World Economic Forum,
2019). Because South Korean women do most of the
housework and childrearing, those who are employed may
bear a stressful double burden of household management
and outside employment for which they are often unfairly
compensated (Choi et al., 2018, Jeong & Jeon, 2018).

In summary, our study examines three key elements of
family life in the context of South Korea, each of which is
potentially associated with mothers’ sense of PSE: marital
satisfaction, child competence, and life stress. We expected
that each of these factors would be significantly related to
PSE. Additionally, we examined whether life stress mod-
erates the relationship between PSE and marital satisfaction
as well as the relationship between PSE and child compe-
tence. In other words, is the association of PSE to marital
satisfaction or to child competence dependent on the
amount of life stress that the mothers are experiencing in
this particular economic and cultural context?
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Theoretical Perspectives on PSE

Grounded in social cognitive theory, self-efficacy judgments
reflect a cognitive tendency to appraise one’s own actions
relative to personal goals and expectations (Bandura,
1977, 1997). According to Bandura, individuals form self-
efficacy judgments with respect to particular domains of life,
such as the academic domain or the parenting domain. Thus,
PSE refers to parents’ confidence in their ability to engage in
the activities they judge to be important to their role as a
parent (Jones & Prinz, 2005). This appraisal is in turn
associated with more effective parenting, particularly in the
face of challenges (Coleman & Karraker, 1998, 2000). Many
studies conducted in a variety of countries have found that
mothers who believe that they have sufficient skill to be a
good parent are able to manage their anxiety and maintain
the focus and energy needed to engage in positive parenting
behaviors (e.g., Chau & Giallo, 2015, Dumka et al., 2010).

While the impetus toward self-appraisal is posited to be
universal, the nature of the appraisal itself is assumed to be
a subjective process that is affected by a variety of factors,
some of which are personal and others which are societal or
cultural in nature (Bandura, 1995). In particular, certain
parenting supports, as well as particular child attributes, are
valorized within particular cultural settings, highlighting the
importance of studying reciprocal relations among cultural
factors, parenting supports, and children’s competencies
(Harkness et al., 2007). Previous work with South Korean
families indicated that high PSE is powerfully linked to
more positive parenting behaviors, which in turn have been
associated with child competence (S. Kim & Holloway,
2018, Shim & Lim, 2019).

Children’s Social and Academic Competence
as an Indicator of Parenting Success

According to social cognitive theory, one’s previous
experiences of success and failure with respect to a domain
are powerful predictors of self-efficacy with regard to future
challenges in that domain. Accordingly, it stands to reason
that parents whose children exhibit academic or social dif-
ficulties may judge themselves as less competent parents
than those whose children are not experiencing such pro-
blems (Coleman & Karraker, 2003, Donovan & Leavitt,
1989, Gross & Tucker, 1994, Shim & Lim, 2019). In South
Korea, as we have noted, parents place great importance on
children’s educational success and higher school achieve-
ment can be seen as a marker of good parenting. In our
study, we were able to assess this child competence
hypothesis by examining whether children’s social and
academic competence as rated by their teachers was asso-
ciated with higher maternal PSE.

Marital Satisfaction

According to social cognitive theory, another powerful
predictor of self-efficacy is social support in the form of
emotional encouragement or instrumental assistance in
completing a task (Bandura, 1977, 1997). In the parenting
domain, the support of a spouse or partner is considered a
crucial factor in developing and maintaining PSE (Erel &
Burman, 1995, Schneewind, 1995). A supportive and
engaged partner can take on childrearing work, provide
emotional support, and model potentially successful
responses and strategies in the context of parenting chal-
lenges. Research conducted in the United States and Eur-
ope, while somewhat sparse, generally supports the notion
that partner support is associated with the PSE of mothers as
well as fathers (Merrifield & Gamble, 2012, see also Bou-
chard et al., 2007, Suzuki et al., 2009). It should be noted
that in a substantial number of national contexts parents are
not married to their partners nor are couples necessarily
heterosexual. To date, however, most research conducted
with East Asian families reflects the heteronormative model
that is predominant in that region. Accordingly, we will
henceforth refer primarily to the literature on married het-
erosexual couples, but acknowledge the limitation of
scholarship in this area.

Of course, sociocultural contexts differ with respect to
how spouses are expected to address each other’s psycho-
logical needs (Yeung, 2013). Research on marital satisfac-
tion and PSE in Asian countries is scarce, but one study
conducted in Japan suggests that the relatively low PSE
expressed by Japanese mothers relative to their American
counterparts is partially attributable to their correspondingly
low marital satisfaction (Suzuki et al., 2009). On the other
hand, Chinese mothers who reported greater marital satis-
faction perceived themselves as less stressed but did not
differ from less satisfied women in terms of PSE (Kwok
et al., 2015). Given the limited empirical evidence on this
question, we made a tentative prediction based largely on
the theory that marital satisfaction and PSE would be
positively related in our sample.

Life Stress and its Association to PSE

A central focus of the present study is to ascertain whether
mothers who report higher levels of life stress are more
likely to perceive themselves as less efficacious parents.
Few studies have examined whether stressful conditions
undermine parents’ sense of efficacy in raising their chil-
dren (Jones & Prinz, 2005), but there is some evidence that
American mothers who feel generally overloaded by work
and family responsibilities are also more likely to have
lower PSE (Erdwins et al., 2001). These authors emphasize
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the transactional nature of this association; that is, experi-
ences of stress and perceptions of parenting ability are likely
to inform each other in a cyclical way.

In addition to examining the direct association of life
stress to PSE, we were also interested in examining the role
of stress as a moderator. In contrast to the main effects
model, which proposes social support to have a direct effect
on outcomes irrespective of whether individuals are under
high or low levels of stress, the stress-buffering model
proposes that social support is differentially related to out-
comes as a function of the amount of stress individuals are
experiencing (Cohen & Wills, 1985, Cohen et al., 2000).
Specifically, we asked whether the association of PSE to
marital satisfaction and to children’s competence depends on
mothers’ degree of life stress. In general, we hypothesized
that these proximal sources of affirmation may be associated
with PSE only when mothers’ stress levels are relatively
mild, whereas when stress is high, even these positive
proximal factors may not be sufficient to boost PSE.

Current Study

Our study focused on mothers of children enrolled in pre-
primary school. In South Korea, primary school begins in
first grade, but over 90% of South Korean children attend
either private or public programs prior to that time (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2020). In this pivotal period,
parents whose children are in a preprimary program have an
opportunity to gain insight into their children’s status
compared to their peers, and to obtain teachers’ evaluation
of their children’s skills. The following research questions
were addressed in the current study:

1. Controlling for family sociodemographic character-
istics (household income, child age, child gender,
maternal age, maternal labor force participation, and
maternal education), is there an association between
marital satisfaction and PSE?

2. Controlling for these family factors, is child compe-
tence related to mothers’ PSE?

3. Controlling for these family factors, is mothers’ life
stress associated with their PSE?

4. Is the relationship of PSE to marital satisfaction and to
children’s competence moderated by mothers’ life
stress?

Based on past findings of research conducted in South
Korea as well as other national contexts, we hypothesized
that higher PSE would be associated with higher marital
satisfaction, children exhibiting more competence, and
lower life stress. However, there is little research focused on
the role of maternal stress in moderating the association

between PSE and each of these proximal factors (marital
satisfaction, child competence). We, therefore, considered
this final question to be exploratory in nature, although we
suspected that features of the family context would be more
strongly associated with PSE when mothers were experi-
encing relatively low levels of life stress and could attend
more carefully to specific proximal family conditions.

Method

Participants

The participants were 234 mothers of preprimary-aged
children living in the Incheon metropolitan area in South
Korea. As Table 1 indicates, mothers’ average age was
37.41 years (SD= 4.01) and the target children’s average
age was 70.76 months (SD= 6.81). The percentage of boys
and girls in the sample was nearly equal: 116 males and 118
females. The majority of mothers (98.7%) reported being
married. A total of 90 mothers reported being employed and
144 were not employed. More than half of the participants
(54.7%) reported an average annual income between KRW
24,000,000 and KRW 50,000,000, slightly below the
average household income of the general population in
South Korea (Korean Statistical Information Service,
2015b). In this sample, the percentage of mothers who had
obtained a college education (23%) was lower than that of
the general population in the Incheon area (40%).

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of study variables

Variable N Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Household incomea 212 3.91 1.20 1.00 7.00

Child age (months) 234 70.76 6.81 58.00 81.00

Child genderb 234 0.50 0.50 0 1.00

Mother age (years) 222 37.4 4.01 27.0 48.0

Mother labor force
participationc

234 13.13 20.5 0 90

Mother educationd 233 0.23 0.42 0 1.00

Mother life stress 231 2.85 0.54 1.11 4.44

Mother marital
satisfaction

231 3.50 0.82 1.20 5.00

Child competence 234 3.53 0.67 1.48 5.00

Mother PSE 231 3.97 0.79 1.89 5.89

a1 = Under KRW 12,000,000; 2 = KRW 12,010,000–24,000,000;
3 = KRW 24,010,000–36,000,000; 4 = KRW 36,010,000–50,000,000;
5=KRW 50,010,000–75,000,000; 6 = KRW 75,010,000–100,000,000;
7=Over KRW 100,000,000
b0 = male; 1 = female
cMeasured in hours worked per week
dCoded dichotomously with 0 = below college degree attainment; 1 =
college degree attainment or above
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Procedures

We obtained permission from the principals of four pre-
primary schools in the Incheon area to recruit parents for the
study. Teachers in each classroom of the participating schools
distributed an informational letter and a maternal survey to
their students’ homes. Mothers were informed that their par-
ticipation was voluntary and that the study was solely for
academic purposes. Participants completed the anonymous
survey at home and mailed it directly to the research team. No
identifying information was collected. Assessments of child
social and academic competence were completed by the
child’s regular classroom teacher. All procedures were
approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board and
all participating parents provided informed consent.

Measures

The survey consisted of several scales originally developed
in English. A bilingual member of the American research
team translated all survey items into Korean. A native
Korean speaker who was fluent in English but not familiar
with the purpose of the present study performed a back-
translation to refine item wording (Foster & Martinez,
1995).

Household income

An estimate of household income was obtained using a
7-level scale (1=Under KRW 12,000,000; 2=KRW
12,010,000–24,000,000; 3=KRW 24,010,000–36,000,000;
4=KRW 36,010,000–50,000,000; 5=KRW 50,010,000–
75,000,000; 6=KRW 75,010,000–100,000,000; 7 = Over
KRW 100,000,000).

Mother education

Mothers’ educational attainment was assessed using a scale
from 1 (no formal education) to 6 (graduate school or profes-
sional degree). We created a binary variable based on whether
or not the respondent reported having a college degree.

Mother labor force participation

Mothers were asked to indicate the number of hours they
engaged in the labor force per week. We used the raw score
in our analyses.

PSE

Mothers’ PSE was measured using the preprimary form of
the Berkeley Parenting Self Efficacy Scale (BPSE-R)
(Holloway et al., 2019). The Korean language version of the

BPSE-R demonstrated strong evidence of convergent and
construct validity (S. Kim & Holloway, 2018). Mothers
used a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not at all
confident) to 6 (very confident) to indicate their PSE on the
7-item Parental Strategies subscale (e.g., “How confident
are you that you can explain things so that your child will
understand?”) and on the 11-item Child Outcomes subscale
(e.g., “How confident are you that you can teach your child
to be polite?”). A PSE composite constructed by computing
the mean of all 18 items demonstrated excellent internal
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha= 0.95).

Mother life stress

We used the 10-item version of the Perceived Stress Scale
(Cohen & Williamson, 1988, Cohen et al., 1983) in which
respondents used a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5
(very often) to indicate how often they had experienced
thoughts and emotions related to environmental stressors
during the previous month (e.g., “You could not cope with all
the things that you had to do.”). The PSS has demonstrated
good internal consistency, a replicable factor structure, and
evidence of construct validity in the United States (Cohen &
Janicki-Deverts, 2012) as well as in several European nations,
Mexico, and the Russian Federation (e.g., Siqueira Reis et al.,
2010). A Korean version of the PSS demonstrated good
internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha= 0.82) and test-retest
reliability (r= 0.66), as well as a factor structure similar to
that attained in studies of English speakers (E.-H. Lee, 2012).
The PSS composite was calculated by computing the mean
across all 10 items, except for one that was less strongly
associated with the others (“able to control irritations in your
life”). This scale exhibited good internal consistency (Cron-
bach’s alpha= 0.85).

Mother marital satisfaction

Marital satisfaction was assessed with the 10-item Marital
Quality subscale of the ENRICH (Evaluation and Nurturing
Relationship Issues, Communication and Happiness) Mar-
ital Satisfaction Scale (Fowers & Olson, 1993). Each item
of the Marital Quality subscale reflects one area of the
marital relationship, including partner’s personality, com-
munication, conflict resolution, financial management, lei-
sure activities, sexual relationship, children and parenting,
family and friends, egalitarian roles, and religious orienta-
tion. To limit the length of our survey, we did not include
the Idealistic Distortion subscale, which assesses respon-
dents’ tendency to idealize their relationship (e.g., “Our
relationship is a perfect success”.). Respondents rated their
satisfaction on each item using a 5-point Likert scale ran-
ging from 1(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The
authors reported good test-retest reliability (r= 0.86) and
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strong concurrent and construct validity, as indicated by
significant associations between the ENRICH Marital
Satisfaction Scale and other marital satisfaction measures
(Fowers & Olson, 1993). In a study conducted with Japa-
nese mothers of young children, the Marital Quality sub-
scale score was significantly correlated with PSE and
perceived stress (Suzuki, 2010). In the present study,
respondents were instructed to rate their satisfaction with a
spouse or a partner with whom they were in a stable rela-
tionship. A total score was calculated as the mean of
responses on all 10 items and demonstrated a high degree of
internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha= 0.87).

Child competence

We used all 25 items from the Social Competence Scale-
Teacher Version (SCS; Conduct Problems Prevention
Research Group, 1999) to assess children’s prosocial skills
(e.g., “resolves peer problems on own”), emotional self-
regulation (e.g., “can calm down when excited or all wound
up”), and cognitive/academic competence (e.g., “stays on
task”). Teachers rated how well each item described the child
on a 5-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from 1 (not
at all) to 5 (very well). Validity information was provided in
a study finding a significant association between SCS score
and children’s inattention and social skill deficits (Farmer
et al., 2002). In our study, the child competence composite
score was calculated by computing the mean across all 25
items (Cronbach’s alpha= 0.97).

Results

All analyses were conducted using R Version 3.6.1 and
RStudio Version 1.2.5001. We began by computing

descriptive statistics and correlations among the study
variables. To evaluate the predictors of PSE, we con-
ducted three multiple regression analyses. Each analysis
included sociodemographic control variables (household
income, child age, child gender, maternal age, maternal
labor force participation, and maternal education), as well
as one of the following composites: life stress, marital
satisfaction, or child competence. To evaluate the mod-
erating effect of stress on the association of PSE to marital
satisfaction and child competence, we conducted two
additional multiple regressions. The first interaction
model featured the sociodemographic variables, life
stress, marital satisfaction, child competence, and the
interaction between life stress and marital satisfaction.
The second interaction model included the socio-
demographic variables, life stress, marital satisfaction,
child competence, and the interaction between life stress
and child competence.

Descriptive Statistics and Relations among Study
Variables

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1 and zero-
order correlations are presented in Table 2. None of the
demographic variables were significantly associated with
PSE. Attainment of a college degree was positively asso-
ciated with maternal age (r= 0.20, p < 0.01) and house-
hold income (r= 0.14, p < 0.05). Women who worked
more hours outside the home reported a higher household
income (r= 0.24, p < 0.001). Mothers reporting higher
stress indicated less marital satisfaction (r=−0.60, p <
0.001) and lower PSE (r=−0.26, p < 0.001). Mothers
reporting higher marital satisfaction indicated higher PSE
(r= 0.16, p < 0.05). PSE was not significantly correlated to
child competence.

Table 2 Correlations among
study variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Household income –

Child age (months) −0.03 –

Child gendera −0.02 0.03 –

Mother age (years) 0.06 0.08 −0.06 –

Mother labor force
participation

0.24*** 0.13 0.0 −0.05 –

Mother educationb 0.14* 0.0 −0.04 0.20** 0.11 –

Mother life stress −0.05 −0.10 0.11 −0.09 −0.01 −0.02 –

Mother marital satisfaction 0.05 0.07 −0.03 0.04 −0.08 0.09 −0.60*** –

Child competence −0.02 0.06 0.36*** 0.04 0.0 0.05 0.05 0.05 –

Mother PSE −0.03 0.11 0.11 0.10 0.09 −0.02 −0.26*** 0.16* 0.13

Note. Sample size varies slightly across variables (see Table 1)
a0 = male; 1 = female. b0 = below college degree attainment; 1 = college degree attainment or above
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001

Journal of Child and Family Studies (2022) 31:2676–2687 2681



Regression Analyses

All variables were standardized before entering them into
the regression equation (Aiken & West, 1991). We explored
the predictors of PSE in three analytic steps. First, we
conducted a simultaneous multiple regression (Model 1)
with the following predictors: household income, child age,
child gender, maternal age, maternal weekly work hours,
maternal education, life stress, marital satisfaction, and
child competence. We then conducted two additional
regressions, each of which included the same predictors as
Model 1, in addition to the interaction of life stress with
marital satisfaction in one (Model 2) and with child com-
petence in the other (Model 3). Regression results from
Model 1 and Model 2 are presented in Table 3.

Research Questions 1 and 2: Association of marital
satisfaction and child competence to maternal PSE

Regression results from Model 1 show that neither marital
satisfaction nor child competence was significantly related
to PSE, controlling for all other variables in the model.

Research Question 3: Association between general life
stress and maternal PSE

In Model 1, which controlled for all demographic variables
as well as marital satisfaction and child competence,
mothers experiencing greater life stress indicated having
lower PSE (ß = −0.27, t(185) = −3.21, p < 0.01). This
model explained a significant proportion of the variance in
PSE (adjusted R2= 0.09, F(9, 185) = 3.12, p < 0.01).

Research Question 4: Moderating association of life stress
on relation of marital satisfaction and child competence to
maternal PSE

This question was examined by conducting two regression
analyses, each containing all the variables included in
Model 1 along with one of the following interaction terms:
life stress X marital satisfaction (Model 2) and life stress X
child competence (Model 3). As seen in Table 3, life stress
moderated the association of marital satisfaction to PSE. In
Model 2, the association of life stress to PSE was significant
ß = −0.25, t(184) = −3.09, p < 0.01. The interaction
between life stress and marital satisfaction was also sig-
nificant ß = −0.16, t(184) = −2.88, p < 0.01. This model
explained a significant proportion of the variance in PSE
(Adjusted R2= 0.12, F(10, 185) = 3.75, p < 0.001). An
analysis of variance test comparing Model 1 and Model 2
confirmed that Model 2, with the addition of the interaction
effect between life stress and marital satisfaction, demon-
strated improved model fit (F(1) = 8.32, p= 0.004). Model

3, examining the interaction of life stress by child compe-
tence, was not significantly associated with PSE.

To better understand these findings, we conducted
additional analyses examining the characteristics of women
experiencing differing levels of life stress. To do so, we
divided the respondents into three groups based on their
rating of life stress (Fig. 1). The life stress of respondents in
the low-stress group fell one standard deviation below the
mean level of stress (n= 31). Respondents included in the
medium-stress group had stress ratings that fell within one
standard deviation of the mean stress level (n= 169) and
those in the high-stress group reported stress ratings one
standard deviation above the mean stress level (n= 31).

A series of one-way ANOVA tests indicated no differ-
ences among the three stress groups in terms of any socio-
demographic characteristic (household income, child age,
child gender, maternal age, maternal labor force participa-
tion, and maternal education), nor did they differ in terms of
their child’s competence. In line with the findings of the
regression analysis examining the association of PSE to the
interaction of life stress and marital satisfaction (Model 2),
mothers across the three stress groups did differ with respect
to their marital satisfaction. Mothers in the low-stress group
reported the highest marital satisfaction (M= 4.17), fol-
lowed by those in the medium-stress group (M= 3.53), then

Table 3 Regression results with mothers’ PSE as outcome variable

Effect Model 1
Standardized
estimate (ß)

Model 2
Standardized
estimate (ß)

Intercept −0.01 −0.10

Sociodemographic
characteristics

Household income −0.03 −0.03

Child age (months) 0.08 0.08

Child gendera 0.06 0.05

Mother age (years) 0.05 0.08

Mother labor force
participation

0.10 0.08

Mother educationb −0.05 −0.07

Family context

Mother life stress −0.27** −0.25**

Mother marital
satisfaction

0.04 0.05

Life stress*marital
satisfaction

– −0.16**

Child characteristics

Child competence 0.14 0.14

Note. Adjusted Model 1 R2= 0.09.. Adjusted Model 2 R2= 0.12
a0 = male; 1 = female. b0 = below college degree attainment; 1 =
college degree attainment or above
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001
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by those in the high-stress group (M= 2.71) (see Fig. 2). A
Tukey Honest Significant Difference post-hoc test (Tukey’s
HSD) yielded significant variation on marital satisfaction
mean scores across the three stress groups (medium vs. low
=−0.64; high vs. low=−1.46; high vs. medium=−0.82;
all ps < 0.001).

Standardized regression analyses with a single predictor
(marital satisfaction) were run for the low-, medium-, and
high-stress groups to test the moderation effect of stress on
the relationship between marital satisfaction and PSE and to
derive equations for the simple slopes displayed in Fig. 1.
Mothers in the low-stress group showed a positive

association between marital satisfaction and PSE (ß= 0.49,
t(29) = 2.40, p= 0.02). Conversely, in the high-stress
group, mothers who were more satisfied with the marital
relationship reported lower PSE (ß = −0.64, t(29) = −2.70,
p= 0.01). In the medium-stress group, mothers’ marital
satisfaction was not significantly related to PSE (i.e., the
slope of marital satisfaction regressed on PSE was not
significantly different from zero). Differences between the
simple slopes were calculated by dividing a t-value for the
difference between slopes by the pooled standard error
(Robinson et al., 2013). All simple slopes were significantly
different from each other: low vs. medium (t (198) = 2.85,

Fig. 1 Simple slopes and 95%
confidence intervals by
stress group

Fig. 2 Marital relationship
satisfaction by stress group
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p= 0.002); low vs. high (t(60) = 7.40, p < 0.001); medium
vs. high stress (t(198) = 8.22, p < 0.001).

To confirm the robustness of this moderation effect, we
performed a second comparison, this time dividing mothers
into three stress groups with an equal number of mothers in
each group (rather than using one standard deviation above
and below the mean to define the group cut points). Like the
analysis described above, three separate regression analyses
with a single predictor were performed using this new
categorization of stress groups, with findings replicating
those found in the previous analysis. Mothers in the low-
stress group who reported higher marital satisfaction also
indicated higher PSE (ß = 0.40, t(75) = 2.26, p= 0.03). For
mothers in the high-stress group, higher marital satisfaction
was associated with lower PSE (ß = −0.33, t(74) = −2.14,
p= 0.04). For mothers in the medium-stress group, there
was not a significant relationship between marital satisfac-
tion and PSE.

Discussion

This study helps address a gap in our understanding of how
PSE is constructed within a parent’s sociocultural context as
well as within a given family context. We explored the
correlates of PSE in a sample of mothers from South Korea,
a country experiencing profound sociocultural changes and
pressures on family life. We focused specifically on
mothers’ experience of life stress and the extent to which it
is associated with PSE. Additionally, we examined whether
mothers who were more satisfied with their marital rela-
tionship and those with higher teacher-rated child compe-
tence also experienced higher PSE. Finally, we sought to
understand whether the relationship of PSE to marital
satisfaction and to children’s social and academic compe-
tence was moderated by mothers’ experience of life stress.

Overall, our correlation results revealed that mothers
experiencing more stressful lives also reported lower PSE
and were far less satisfied with their marital relationship
than less stressed women. The relationship between life
stress and PSE remained significant even after we controlled
for six important sociodemographic characteristics, as well
as marital satisfaction and child competence. Our finding
that mothers who experienced greater life stress also rated
themselves as less efficacious parents is consistent with
findings from Erdwins and colleagues (2001). The asso-
ciation that we documented between stress and PSE as well
as the significant (but weak) association between marital
satisfaction and PSE support the basic tenets of efficacy
theory (Bandura, 1997). Our findings concerning marital
satisfaction are also consistent with other studies from the
United States and Japan, which found that PSE is associated
with receiving instrumental and emotional support from a

spouse or intimate partner (e.g., Merrifield & Gamble, 2012,
Suzuki et al., 2009).

However, in multivariate models that included family
characteristics as well as life stress, the association between
PSE and marital satisfaction did not remain significant. This
finding mirror results from a study of Chinese parents showing
a significant bivariate association between PSE and marital
satisfaction that did not hold up in a multivariate model (Kwok
et al., 2015). Collinearity was certainly a concern in our study
given the high correlation between the independent variables of
life stress and marital satisfaction. The findings may also have
been stronger if we had used domain-specific measures of
stress rather than a measure assessing life stress. For instance, if
a mother’s stress is directly related to, say, a difficult rela-
tionship at work, then the effect of husband support on PSE
may be weak compared to a situation in which stress is more
closely related to childrearing.

The results did not support our hypothesis that child
competence is related to PSE. This is surprising, given that
previous studies conducted in South Korea and the United
States found that parents whose children had more beha-
vioral problems reported lower PSE (e.g., H.M. Kim &
Doh, 2004, Shim & Lim, 2019, Troutman et al., 2012). The
construct of child competence is complex, and findings may
differ depending on how it is operationalized and which
specific predictors are tested in the research. In our study,
teachers provided an assessment of child competence that
included not only social and behavioral competence but also
academic skills. Additionally, we may have found an
indirect relation between child competence and PSE if we
had also assessed parenting style and behaviors. For
example, in their study of South Korean fathers, Shim and
Lim (2019) found that PSE was related to warm and firm
parenting. Warm parenting was in turn related to children’s
externalizing and internalizing behavior. These authors
found no direct relationship between fathers’ PSE and
children’s behavioral problems. Similarly, in their study of
South Korean mothers and kindergartners, H.M. Kim and
Doh (2004) found that PSE was related to children’s social
competence indirectly through parenting behavior.

Another factor that may have affected our findings is that
our respondents likely had seen relatively little evidence
concerning their young children’s behavior with peers in the
school setting, or of their academic skills. Our participants
may have viewed their children’s academic and social
competence differently than did their teachers, making it
less likely that teacher assessment would be related to any
evaluation mothers might make of their own parenting
(Leerkes & Burney, 2007). It would be interesting to
explore these relationships in families with slightly older
children when public evaluation of children’s achievement
is a common practice and hence available to children’s own
parents.
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We also examined the moderating effect of life stress on
the relation of PSE to marital satisfaction and to children’s
social and academic competence. We found that it was the
interaction of life stress and marital satisfaction that bore a
relationship to PSE. Specifically, for mothers reporting low
levels of stress, higher marital satisfaction was positively
related to higher PSE. However, it was surprising that we
found no such relationship for women in the medium-stress
group and that among the most highly stressed women,
lower marital satisfaction was related to higher PSE. From
post-hoc analyses examining differences in marital satis-
faction between mothers in the three stress groups, we know
that these women in the highly stressed group reported the
lowest marital satisfaction compared to those in the low-
and medium-stress groups.

It is possible that mothers reporting high stress may opt
to meet the demands of either their maternal or their
spousal role if they feel that they do not have the physical
or psychological capacity to enact both roles fully. In this
sense, mothers experiencing very little marital satisfaction
may focus exclusively on childrearing as a way of coping
during stressful conditions, and thus experience a relatively
strong sense of PSE (A.-N. Kim & Kwon, 2014). This
coping strategy may be particularly available to South
Korean women, who have traditionally received little
support from their husbands in terms of childrearing and
whose role as a mother may be viewed as primary over
their marital satisfaction.

This finding suggests that South Korean mothers
experiencing high levels of stress may be best supported by
interventions that are tailored to their individual needs,
rather than a one-size-fits-all approach to family interven-
tion. Additionally, family practitioners and policymakers
should be mindful that family support programs need to
take a holistic approach to support highly stressed mothers,
such that interventions aid spouses in balancing their roles
are parents and partners, for example by building positive
conflict resolution skills, healthy relationship skills, and
developing more open communication.

The current study had several limitations. Our study
depended on instruments developed by investigators work-
ing in the United States. When possible, it is advisable for
researchers to conduct formal validation studies to ensure
that measures developed elsewhere are appropriate for the
focal societal context or to develop culturally specific mea-
sures. A second limitation was that we did not use all sub-
scales of the ENRICH scale, given that we were mindful of
burdening busy parents with a lengthy survey. Additionally,
our findings regarding marital satisfaction may have been
clearer if we had used a measure that focused more exten-
sively on satisfaction with parenting support. If our sample
had been larger, we would have had more statistical power

to contrast the characteristics and behaviors of mothers in
our low, medium, and high-stress groups.

While our exploratory analyses are helpful in pin-
pointing factors related to South Korean mothers’ PSE,
the cross-sectional nature of this study precludes con-
clusions about the causal role of marital satisfaction and
life stress on PSE. Longitudinal studies or intervention
research could be especially helpful in refining a causal
model, although it is likely that these relationships have a
strong transactional component. It should also be noted
that we utilized a convenience sample that drew from one
urban region. We anticipate that future studies will
include participants from diverse geographic locations,
family structures, and socioeconomic levels within South
Korea. Future research might also consider other forms of
child-related support, including that offered by extended
family, neighbors, and friends, institutions, and commu-
nities (Hong & Lee, 2019). In this vein, Suzuki et al.
(2009) found that the PSE of Japanese mothers was
higher among those who experienced greater support
from close friends. In summary, future studies exploring
the conditions that affect parenting should be based on an
understanding of the relevant cultural context.
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