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In China, stay-at-home moms (SAHMs) often experience a hard time during their transitions, such as returning
to school or restarting their careers. Yet, their experiences throughout this transition and their strategies to
overcome potential challenges are rarely studied in the CSCW literature. In this study, we examined how
Chinese SAHMs leveraged social media platforms to assist their transition and help them navigate the potential
challenges. Through interviewing 15 SAHMs who have successfully completed their transitions, we identified
the key role that social media platforms (e.g., RedNote, Douyin) play in helping SAHMS build resilience as
they re-engage with society. For example, many SAHMs found peer support during their transition from
mom-centric social groups where they could receive advice that was specific to their situations and constraints.
When they achieved their goals, they turned into contributors in such groups and altruistically shared their
experiences to help other moms. Based on the findings, we discussed the opportunities to support SAHMs’
transitions.
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1 Introduction

Stay-at-home moms (SAHMs) refer to those moms who care for their children full-time while their
partners work outside the home. In the US, the number of SAHMs has been relatively stable, i.e.,
roughly one in four moms is identified as SAHMs in 2021 [20]. In some other countries, however,
the population of SAHMs has grown rapidly. For example, in China, based on a recent statistic from
Sohu (a popular online news website in mainland China), 82% of all moms born after 1995 chose to
be SAHMs [6]. That accounts for nearly a quarter of all females from the post-1995 generation.
Although these SAHMs made up their minds to leave their jobs or decided not to continue their
schooling to take on full-time child care for various reasons, such as reducing childcare costs, valuing
family time, and preferring family-based early education, many of them considered restarting
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their careers or continuing their education as their children reached school age [21]. However,
staying home full-time for a while has created a large gap in SAHMs’ social life, knowledge, and
working experiences, which further poses significant challenges for their transition [25]. Moreover,
offline resources or supporting infrastructures may not be readily available or accessible for many
SAHMs [16, 28]. As a result, SAHMs started to turn to other places, such as social media and online
communities, to seek support and advice [5, 51].

In this paper, we examine this phenomenon, particularly focusing on the role of social media in
SAHMs’ transition. The HCI community has a long history of studying and understanding how
individuals in the transitional phase (e.g., veterans [54]) readjust themselves into their social lives
or careers. Yet, how social media afford SAHMs through their life transition to work has been
understudied, especially in non-Western contexts where women may encounter additional social
and cultural constraints while transitioning [41, 57]. We attempt to investigate this issue in the
context of China and focus on one overarching research question: What roles do social media play
when SAHMs make life-changing transitions?

To address this research question, we conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with 15
SAHMs who actively shared their transition experience on RedNote (XiaoHongShu) and Douyin
(Chinese TikTok), and aimed to uncover their experiences and motivations for using social media
and online communities during their transition as well as how the digital platforms supported their
transition. We focused on these two platforms because they were the most popular social media
platforms among SAHMs in China. We found that social media played an important role in SAHMs’
transition and facilitated the formation of a mom-centric online community, which provided strong
social and emotional support for SAHMs. This process boosted SAHMs’ confidence when facing
various challenges for transition. However, ill-intended comments on social media also negatively
impact SAHMSs’ social media experiences, resulting in a higher need for emotional support.

Our paper makes the following contributions to HCI. First, to the best of our knowledge, this is
the first paper that investigates how SAHMs in China transit back to their professional life and what
roles social media play during the transition. We further identify the challenges they encountered in
the process, their multiple identities at different transitional stages, and their evolving motivations
to use social media throughout the process. Second, we discuss opportunities on how the HCI
community could support SAHMs’ efforts to restart their career.

2 Related Work

Our study focuses on SAHMs’ transition to the workplace, particularly their leverage of social
media platforms during the process. Therefore, the following literature review section is structured
into two parts. It begins by presenting the role of ICTs in SAHMs’ transition. Then, it provides
background information regarding the situation of SAHMs, identities, and online communities.

2.1 Transition Resilience and ICTs

Due to the nature of the changes and discontinuity in transitions, where rules, norms, and inter-
actions between the individual and the environment require reconstruction, various challenges
emerge in this process [14]. These challenges include shifting identity [14, 62], cultural and social
adjustments [34], resource loss and reconstruction [17, 49], and mental health [50]. Among nu-
merous studies on the transition process, resilience has been underscored, defined as the practices
individuals employ to recover from disruptions during the transitional phase [37].

Numerous studies have found the various factors that influence the resilience of the transition,
such as individual characteristics [33, 40, 48], social networks and community support [9, 36, 46],
culture [61], and environmental and economic factors [35, 63]. A recurrent factor revealed by many
studies is the positive influence of personal self-efficacy on the facilitation of positive adaptation
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of people in changing situations [10, 53]. Such positive results have been observed in different
demographic and occupation groups, such as nursing [59], and first-generation college students [12].
The effect of social support is equally significant, contributing to resilience [11, 58]. For example, the
study by Udwan et al. [60] showed that various resources, including family, friends, organizations,
and social networks, positively affected the participation of refugees in digital activities, further
enhancing health promotion and identity management. Strolin-Goltzman et al. [55] emphasized the
positive relationship and emotional connections in the academic context. Their results showed that
such connections and support from the people who accompany them could ease their transition
from high school to university. This finding resonates with a study by Siiss et al. [56], which
presented the importance of well-being for individuals in the transitional phase.

Some studies specifically focused on the role of Information and Communication Technologies
(ICTs) in the process, revealing their positive effect on resilience [4]. The study by Haimson et al.
[27] showed that people often turned to social technologies to help navigate shifting identities and
networks and find support and resources in their life transitions, such as physical movement [31],
relationships [26, 30], and job changes [8, 13]. The research by Marwick and Boyd [37] investigated
how technology played a crucial role for people who experienced environmental disruption. Their
results showed that technology provided alternative resources that allowed them to rebuild, adapt,
and establish new routines or action patterns in their professional and personal lives. Further
studies showed that ICTs could provide public participation support and a digital network for
resilience, which can help provide relief assistance and navigate the new social structures [42, 43].

Technology and social media have been widely used to improve transition resilience among
various groups, which manifests itself in various ways, such as aiding identity development and
providing social support. For example, a study by Blaising and Dabbish [7] examined the transitions
of 27 freelancers to online platforms, revealing their self-directed socialization using a combination
of online and offline resources to address challenges. Semaan et al. [54] studied the veteran re-
integration’s ICT usage in transition resilience. Their findings showed that they used ICTs to
cultivate identity awareness, such as understanding unfamiliar societal rules and norms while
re-integrating into civil society. Similarly, Ardianto [4] conducted a study centered on resilience
and social media usage within urban farming communities. On the other side, Garg [23] further
investigated collaborative technological practices for transition resilience employing the family
resilience framework, situating the COVID-19 case. By interviewing 22 Asian Indian parent-teen
dyads in the U.S., several ways that technology helps to contribute to family resilience were revealed,
including sharing information and emotions and socializing and mobilizing virtual groups. The
results identified the importance of social media in enhancing resilience by developing absorptive,
adaptive, and transformative capacities.

Inspired by this line of inquiry, the current research focuses on understanding the transition
resilience of a previously understudied group — stay-at-home moms (SAHMs). SAHMs have their
unique challenges and social contexts compared to those explored in previous work, and our
research aims to fill this gap by understanding what challenges they face in their transition process
from home to work or school, and how social media works during the transition process.

2.2 Stay-at-home-mom, Identities, and Online Communities

Much of the literature on HCI has examined parenting within online communities, particularly
mothers’ engagement. The results of Sarvas et al. [51] showed that mothers, particularly those with
young children, were more likely to use online platforms to communicate with others with similar
experiences. Similarly, a study by Ammari et al. [1] investigated the implications of parents sharing
personal information about their children online on social networking sites, i.e., sharenting. Their
results showed that mothers were more likely to share content about their children than fathers,
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which could potentially cause harms [39]. Located in the role of parenting, the identity of being a
mother or father provides common ground, leading to similar experiences and shared emotional
connections. This commonality allows such groups to discuss various topics, such as parenting,
family, time arrangements, and child development [22, 64]. Schoenebeck [52] investigated the
online discussions within the mothers’ online community based on 51 million posts and comments
from the website Youbemom.com. Their results showed that family and time were the two most
popular topics among mothers in the online community, echoing the findings from Archer [3]’s
study.

Some literature on fathers’ online engagement presented similar patterns with mothers, such
as information-seeking and social support. For example, fathers discussed fatherhood challenges
online and also looked for encouragement [15, 19]. On the other hand, by employing in-depth
interviews, Jensen et al. [32] particularly examined fathers’ online engagement within the context
of shifting caregiving and societal roles. Their findings showed that Danish fathers discussed their
experiences of stereotype-based discrimination and legal inequities. The study also observed the
strong political interest of fathers in collective action to support changes in social structures to
ensure gender-equal child caretaker rights.

Much literature has particularly examined stay-at-home parents, including their challenges and
online engagement. Compared to working parents, stay-at-home parents have been found to spend
more time on childcare and housework [21]. Ammari and Schoenebeck [2] specifically interviewed
18 participants in the U.S. to examine their use of the Internet and social networks as stay-at-home
dads (SAHDs). Their findings highlighted the use of social networks by SAHDs as a means to seek
social support and overcome isolation during off-line care experiences.

In addition, studies have shown that many stay-at-home moms intend to return to the workforce
after a chosen period exclusively for caring. Such decisions often arise from economic necessities,
a desire for intellectual challenge, and being asked to seek a manageable balance in their lives [21].
The transition between a stay-at-home mom and work has been shown to be a challenge for
most stay-at-home parents, which is influenced by career breaks and child care [25]. The study
conducted by Schoenebeck [52] observed that “work-parenting demands” as a new pattern in
the online parenting community. Existing work showed that mothers faced both penalties and
costs when trying to combine their roles in motherhood and employment, particularly when
reentering the workplace after a child-related break [25]. Previous researchers emphasized that the
work and skills developed during full-time maternity were not recognized by stakeholders in the
business sector, which could lead to wage penalties, stigmas, and discrimination during reentry.
Furthermore, Helford et al. [29] surveyed 1,025 stay-at-home parents, investigating perceptions
of staying-home experience and workforce re-entry. Their results revealed that stay-at-home
parents were concerned about the workforce re-entry, which was affected by their satisfaction with
parenting arrangements. For stay-at-home parents, mothers are more likely to be concerned about
their career progress after re-entering the workplace, indicating that they perceive staying home
as hurting their careers more than fathers. Partridge [44]’s findings echoed such results, which
showed that mothers who return to the workforce after an extended time away tended to have
lower self-confidence and concerns about rejection and discrimination.

Existing work has studied the transition of a stay-at-home parent reentering the workplace,
including the reasons, feelings, and challenges upon reentry. However, limited studies have investi-
gated social media usage during their transition and how it can help their resilience in transitioning
between different roles.

3 Methodology
251005
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To understand social media’s role in SAHMs’ transition experiences, we conducted remote
semi-structured interviews with 15 users who have successfully navigated this transition. Next, we
introduce the methodological details.

3.1 Participants Recruitment

We recruited participants from RedNote and Douyin (Chinese TikTok), for two reasons. First, both
platforms are among mainland China’s most popular social media platforms, having more than 10
billion and 3 billion monthly active users, respectively in 2023. While Douyin is popular across all
age groups in China, RedNote’s user demographics are skewed towards young females, all aligning
closely with our target populations - those who used to be full-time SAHMs but are experiencing or
have experienced the transition to the workplace. Second, before we settled on the target platforms,
we investigated all major social media platforms in China (e.g., Weibo, Zhihu, TikTok, etc.) by
searching SAHM-related posts. We found that other platforms did not provide enough data (e.g.,
very few posts) or data with good quality (e.g., inactive posts from a few years ago). As a result, we
settled on RedNote and Douyin, on which we could find abundant SAHM-related posts of good
quality. This phenomenon, by itself, is also interesting to us as through this pre-study, it is not clear
what characteristics make RedNote and Douyin more popular among SAHMs compared to other
platforms.

To create a more diverse set of participants who are experiencing or have experienced different
types of transitions, we started the recruitment process by searching for relevant posts, then
manually contacted the users who posted those posts. We first identified a list of relevant keywords,
such as “SAHMs back to work/school,” “moms apply to schools,” “SAHMs experiences”, and so on.
Using these keywords, we manually searched for relevant posts. We then carefully examined the
search results to make sure that the content was relevant to the experiences of the SAHMs. Then,
we sent direct invitation messages to the mothers who made these posts. During this process, we
followed the policy of two platforms on sending direct messages and only sent a maximum of 10
messages per calendar day. We kept recruiting participants until saturation was reached in our
interviews. In total, we successfully recruited 15 participants. The average age of interviewees was
31.13 (range = 26-37). Table 1 shows the participants’ demographic information. The interviews
were conducted between August 2023 and January 2024.

It is worth noting that our recruitment process also allows us to mitigate the potential biases
caused by the search algorithms used on these social media platforms. Typically, the search al-
gorithms may show biases towards content creators who make more posts or are more popular.
Our process started with identifying relevant posts (rather than content creators), allowing us to
identify different kinds of posts regardless of their creators or their popularity. As shown in Table 1,
the number of participants’ followers and the total number of likes on their content cover a wide
range, indicating our participants’ varying popularity levels on these platforms.

3.2 Interview Protocol

The interview protocol consists of three major sections. In the first section, participants were asked
for background information, including their demographic information, family situation, SAHMs
experiences, and current position in returning to work or school. Then, in the second section,
participants were asked to discuss their challenges during their transition. They were encouraged
to share specific examples, especially those they encountered. In the final section, participants
were asked about their usage of RedNote and Douyin, and why they picked specific social media
platforms rather than others. The complete interview protocol can be found in the Appendix A.1.
For every question, we asked the interviewee to provide detailed examples they had experienced.
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Translation of the post content:

I'am a 35-year-old mother who took a two-year left from
work to focus on childcare as a SAHM. I hold a master's
degree in computer science from a top-tier Chinese
university and have also studied abroad.

. Aiming to re-enter the workplace, I have actively sought
job opportunities for the past two weeks, but have not
5 =W 98571 & WRE, obtained any interview invitation. How hard it re-entering
|~ the workforce! Nevertheless, I am determined to try my
best. Fighting!
# Curseof35 #SAHMReEnterWorkplace

BT AMLANEHIRKEETEL. 7m0

BREEERS i e
YR IIAR #LRBBEERG

Fig. 1. An example post from RedNote
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Translation of video description and text above video:

‘Welcome to the vlog documenting a day in the life of a
mom born in 1998, who is returning to the workplace

| GREEE f 'Y " #DocumentingRealLife #WorkingMoms

g;i'mi%i;';%}?g #ER N #DailyLifeForElegantMoms#Vlog #WomenOfPower
2%

)

Fig. 2. An example video from Douyin

Each interview lasted around 60 minutes, and every interviewee was provided with CNY 50 (USD
7.20) for participation.

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis

All participants were asked to sign a consent form before they could participate in the interviews.
All interviews were conducted remotely using Tencent Meetings. We audio-recorded all interview
sessions and then transcribed them for data analysis using Tencent Meeting, one of China’s leading
cloud-based conferencing platforms. For data analysis, we employed an open coding approach,
which was followed by a thematic analysis. Two researchers coded two transcriptions together
at the sentence level to generate an initial code book. During the coding process, they discussed
the coding results to ensure they had a similar and consistent understanding. Using the initial
code book, the two researchers split the rest of the transcriptions, and each coded a half. Upon
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Age Education YearsasSAHM Prior Occupation Children? Platform No. of Followers No. of Likes

P1 36 UG 7 Teacher 2 RedNote 294 5277
P2 37 UG 2-3 Fanatical 1 RedNote 47 215
P3 35 UG 2 Unemployed 1 RedNote 62 580
P4 35 G 2-3 Internet Operations 1 RedNote 1533 202k
P5 31 UG 3 Entrepreneur 2 RedNote 551 112k
P6 33 HS 2-3 Sales 2 RedNote 38 43
P7 29 UG 4 Accountant 1 RedNote 53 253
P8 33 G 10 Unemployed 1 RedNote 3566 6696
P9 26 UG 2-3 Advertising 1 RedNote 76 638
P10 29 UG 1 Teacher 1 Douyin 471 3299
P11 30 UG 1-2 Design 1 Douyin 558 13k
P12 27 G 2-3 Daycare teacher 1 Douyin 34 238
P13 31 UG 5 Journalism 2 Douyin 2548 39k
P14 29 HS 6 Nursery 2 Douyin 2922 5795
P15 26 HS 2-3 Daycare teacher 1 Douyin 5 18

Table 1. Summary of Participants’ Demographics. “U” refers to “Undergraduate”; “G” refers to “Graduate”;
“HS” refers to “High School”. The “No. of Followers” and “No. of Likes” represent the total followers and likes
shown on our participants’ profile page at the time of the research.

completion, they switched their transcriptions and double-checked the other half. They discussed
the codes as they double-checked, resolved any disagreements during the discussion, and reached
a complete agreement. In this process, they updated the code book as needed. As the two coders
achieved full agreement, intercoder reliability is not needed [38]. Because the original interviews
were in Chinese, all quotes were associated with themes and were translated from Chinese to
English.

It should be noted that the leading researcher of this project is a stay-at-home mom herself
who has returned to school. As a result, the data collection and data analysis processes were
well-informed by her experiences and observations throughout the years as a SAHM.

4 Results

Our findings focus on how SAHMs make life transitions and how they use social media to support
such transitions. The results demonstrate SAHMs’ challenges in managing multiple identities and
how social media platforms support them in making transitions, as well as how their usage of
social media changes over time as their identities shift.

4.1 Multiple Identities for SAHMs

One key finding from our interviews relates to SAHMs’ multiple identities at different stages when
staying at home and how SAHMs manage these identities.

4.1.1 SAHMs as Full-time Moms: Challenges. The first obvious identity for SAHMs is full-time
moms. Research from social sciences has documented moms’ experiences when they stay home
full-time and their main responsibility is taking care of the children and families [18, 47]. Yet, our
study reveals several challenges faced by moms when they stay at home. Some challenges have led
them to make a transition to a new lifestyle, yet their identity as SAHMs continues to introduce
new challenges during their transition. We summarize the key challenges below.

Challenge-1: Lack of Financial Independence

As SAHMs who typically did not have a source of income, they also lacked financial independence,
which was the most common challenge among all participants. This setup reflects the traditional
family structure in Chinese culture, in which one of the family members (typically the male)
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supports the family financially while others focus on matters within the family. Yet, our participants
demonstrated severe anxiety due to the lack of financial independence. As P3 shared,

‘T experienced anxiety and a sense of loss of control, particularly regarding my financial situation.
This was because I found that none of my living expenses were earned by myself, such as the costs of
taking children out.” (P3)

As shown in the later section, the lack of financial independence became the main motivation for
SAHMs to make a life transition and seek employment opportunities. We will present the details in
Section 4.2.

Challenge-2: Social Stigma

Another common challenge among our participants related to the social stigma they have
experienced. In many cases, the social stigma was closely associated with their identity as SAHMs
and the fact that they were perceived as not having a “traditional full-time job.” It should be noted
that, although more and more people in Chinese culture have started to realize that being a full-time
mom is also considered a full-time job, many others still have different opinions. For example, P12
described her experience with one of her best friends before and after she became a SAHM,

“One of my close friends before began to distance herself from me after I became a SAHM. She
thought that I had an easy and happy SAHM life, (not having to work outside the home but enjoying
the life) such as traveling with kids. She felt her life as a working woman to be more stressful and
difficult(, in comparison to what she imagined my life was like).” (P12)

Some SAHMs, such as P10, even believed that society often had an unfair expectation for SAHMs
- they need to be able to take care of their families, yet at the same time, they should also have their
careers. P10 referred to such expectations as “a distorted interpretation of egalitarianism” between
males and females. In some other cases, SAHMs also received social stigma during their transition
to seek a new career. Many SAHMs were “stereotyped” because of their identity as full-time moms.
For example, some SAHMs were refused job opportunities because the employers believed that
they would not have enough time or energy to handle the daily job responsibilities. P1 explained
her experiences when applying for a new position,

“T received interview invitations from three schools, and two among them asked me during the
interview: ‘Considering that you have two kids and one of them is so young, do you have enough
energy (to handle both the daily job responsibilities and parenting)?’ ” (P1)

Challenge-3: Disadvantaged Job Market for SAHMs

As full-time moms, SAHMs also faced a job market that was not welcoming to them. As a context,
in China, it is a common practice to ask for job candidates’ personal information, such as their
ages, marital status, family planning, etc. Oftentimes, such information plays a crucial role in
employers’ hiring decisions. Such an environment often puts SAHMs in a disadvantaged position
as job candidates because of their life stage. For example, many employers in China look to hire job
candidates who are 35 years old or younger (a requirement that is typically specified in job ads),
mostly due to their anticipated productivity as employees. This also means that anyone over 35
years old would be in a less advantageous position during their job search, with the possibility of
being discriminated against occasionally. P3 shared her experience regarding “the curse of 357,

“In addition to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the most significant challenge is the ‘curse
of 35, in other words, the ‘35-year-old cutoff” in recruitment. Many companies in China do not hire
women who are 35 or above. Some even explicitly state on job search websites that they only consider
female candidates under the age of 35.” (P3)

This phenomenon may have a significant impact on SAHMs, as most SAHMs were over 35 years
old when they decided to restart their career. While some companies may offer programs that
specifically target at female employees who are ready to return to work (e.g., Microsoft, Accenture),
such programs are currently not popular in China.
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4.1.2 SAHMSs as Content Creators: First Step Towards Financial Independence. Because of the
challenges mentioned above, many SAHMs among our participants turned to social media and
became content creators to make a living. Aside from the financial reasons, many SAHMs also
reported how social media provided emotional support as they spent more time on it.

Among all social media platforms in China, RedNote has been the most popular one due to
its popularity among young, highly educated females. As full-time moms, being content creators
on RedNote provides them an opportunity to earn money. While some participants mentioned
that they intentionally started to use RedNote with expectations to monetize it, several other
participants noted that their income from RedNote emerged organically. They noted that RedNote
offered a “relatively low bar for monetization.” For example, P1 only had less than 180 followers,
but she has already received promotion requests from two manufacturers. P12 further shared that
many SAHMs were making a living via social media platforms and briefly explained,

“As a SAHM, reentering the workforce can be challenging after being away for several years. Upon
examining and learning from the experiences of many others, I found that many SAHMs who seek
financial independence typically decide to make money as content creators on social media platforms.
Many SAHMs are actually doing it now. Or some others might start their own small businesses, which
require little investment, such as a bakery.” (P12)

With a clear path to monetization, some participants shared their expectations, hoping that
RedNote could provide additional support to SAHM and help them earn income. For example, P4
shared her thoughts,

“I think the platform can offer some kind of classes to teach stay-at-home-moms to, for example,
take great videos of different products, or something like that, and I think it should be something very
official... probably provide stay-at-home-moms more traffic so that they have more exposure ... I've
heard that this should be something fairly easy and they basically won’t have to sacrifice anything.”
(P4)

While P4 shared her desire for more traffic to incentivize additional income, we do believe that
such actions may cause further issues, such as inequities among other marginalized populations,
such as older adults, children, or people from remote areas. We will unpack this point further in
the discussion.

4.1.3  SAHMs as Independent Women: Soc