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Purpose: This study aimed to identify variables influencing the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean adolescent refugees in 
order to establish a structural equation model and design an intervention strategy to improve psychosocial adjustment. Methods:
The subjects included 290 North Korean adolescent refugees aged 16~24 years who were enrolled in alternative schools or region-
al adaptation centers. They were surveyed using a structured questionnaire. Results: The goodness of fit measures of the model
were as follows: x2=131.20 (p<.001), GFI=.93, CFI=.91, TLI=.86, RMSEA=.08, and SRMR=.07. The results estimated from the 
structural equation model indicated a good fit of data to the hypothesized model, which proposed that stress and emotional in-
telligence are associated with psychosocial adjustment. The major variables influencing psychosocial adjustment were stress, 
emotional intelligence, which was a significant direct effect, whereas attitude of parenting showed an indirect effect on psychoso-
cial adjustment through emotional intelligence. These variables account for 50.0% of psychosocial adjustment. Conclusion: It is 
necessary to develop a program and intervention plan that can enhance emotional intelligence and thereby relieve the stress of 
North Korean adolescent refugees. The program should also include parenting education so that parents have positive attitude of
parenting.
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INTRODUCTION

The total number of North Korean refugees who enter 
South Korea is steadily increasing, which means the propor-
tion of North Korean adolescent refugees is also increasing. 
The number of North Korean adolescent refugees was 2,538 in 
April 2017 [1].

Adolescence is the time when children develop their self- 
identity and prepare for adulthood, while experiencing sig-
nificant physical and mental changes [2]. North Korean ado-
lescent refugees are expected to have difficulties in normal 
growth and development as they settle into South Korean so-
ciety due to various traumatic experiences they have gone 
through in the process of entering South Korea since escaping 
from North Korea. These experiences include threats to their 
personal safety, separation from family members, and the fear 
of repatriation to North Korea.

Due to trauma in the process of defecting from North Ko-
rea, longing and guilt for their family, fear of South Korean 
life, and adjustment problems, North Korean adolescent refu-
gees experience varying degrees of physical abnormal symp-
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toms or serious psychological pains such as depression or a 
sense of inferiority [3]. According to a study by Sam et al. [4] 
psychological adjustment is the concept of stress coping and is 
affected by personal characteristics, changes in life, coping 
strategies, and social support. In contrast, socio-cultural ad-
justment is described as a paradigm of social skills and cul-
tural learning. For this reason, both psychological and socio- 
environmental factors should be considered in order to help 
North Korean adolescent refugees grow into productive mem-
bers of South Korean society. However, despite experiencing 
similar types of stress under a similar environment, the amount 
of stress individuals perceive can vary because stress may in-
cur from the interplay between individuals and their internal, 
external, and environmental systems. North Korean adoles-
cent refugees may face different problems according to their 
personal background, motive for defecting from North Korea, 
length and experience of stay in a third country, and the pres-
ence or absence of family. Their emotional anxiety and stress 
caused by rapid psychological changes are expected to be add-
ed due to differences in educational system between North 
Korea and South Korea and unstable family structures. As 
such, there is a desperate need for intervention strategies that 
promote psychological adjustment-strategies that help them 
relieve and overcome the stress they experienced through 
countless risks in the process of defecting from North Korea 
and the stress caused by settling into a new cultural environ-
ment in South Korea. 

Adolescents’ social maladjustment, including social devi-
ance, has mostly been caused by parents’ wrong guidance or 
improper relationship with parents, such as child abuse, indif-
ference, or verbal violence [5]. The negative attitude that pa-
rents show when they raise their children has a negative effect 
on adolescents’ psychosocial adjustment, which is highly like-
ly to lead to various juvenile problems: running away from 
home, dropping out of school, or school violence [5]. When 
parents use corporal punishment, reject or show an indif-
ferent attitude, are not satisfied with their children, or display 
authoritarian or an inconsistent attitude of parenting, chil-
dren were found to show problematic attitudes such as ex-
pressions of anger, not being obedient, or having a low ability 
to control emotion [6]. The attitudes of parenting of North 
Korean parent refugees that was formed due to various social 
and cultural experiences during their stay in China or a third 
country is also likely to be transferred to children, or at least 
shared with them. As the socioeconomic stress they have ex-
perienced is also expected to negatively affect the attitude of 
parenting [7], there is a need to identify the association be-
tween the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean adoles-
cent refugees and their parents’ attitude of parenting.

Adolescence is commonly characterized by mental and 

physical instability due to developmental characteristics and 
emotionally maladaptive behavior in school and social life, as 
it is a period when stress is maximized due to rapid changes in 
their surrounding environment and internal changes [2]. 
Emotional intelligence is the ability to motivate oneself, con-
trol impulses, adjust mood, and show empathy towards oth-
ers experiencing frustrating situations [8]. One can be well 
adapted to social life if they perceive the emotions of them-
selves and other people, and then control their emotions well. 
The ability to perceive emotions is the ability to exactly infer 
others’ emotions and feelings. Children who lack this ability 
often suffer from difficulties in situation of special requests or 
intentions [9]. Children having a high empathic ability have 
good personal relationships, and the higher their ability to un-
derstand others’ emotions, the more positive and optimistic 
perspective they have toward a given environment [10]. In 
other words, children having high emotional intelligence may 
be well adapted in their surrounding environment and can 
adjust their emotional state to be positive and pleasant. If they 
cannot adjust theirs and others’ emotions effectively, they 
may show selfish, aggressive, and anti-social behaviors [2]. 
Furthermore, in the context of their home environment, emo-
tional intelligence is influenced by the attitude of their par-
ents. Therefore, the lack of a positive attitude in parenting 
from mothers can negatively affect the ability of elementary 
school students and adolescents to recognize, understand, 
and adjust their own emotions and others [11]. Hence, there is 
a need to investigate the effect of attitude of parenting on emo-
tional intelligence and what relationship the attitude of pa-
rents has on adolescents’ their psychosocial adjustment since 
personal factors and family factors surrounding North Kore-
an adolescent refugees are not one single thing but combine to 
influence to each other. 

In previous studies, research that analyzes a structural equ-
ation model for factors that influence psychosocial adjust-
ment remains insufficient, aside from research into the post-
traumatic stress of North Korean adolescent refugees [3,12], 
stress and social support [13], cultural adaptation [14], policy 
support [15,16], and psychosocial adjustment through re-
gression analyses [17,18]. It is important to understand the 
family break-up and conflicts with family that North Korean 
adolescent refugees experience in the process of entering 
South Korea, in addition to the academic burden and diffi-
culties in social and cultural adjustment they experience after 
entering South Korea in order to find ways to help them adapt 
to South Korean society. Therefore, this study aims to inves-
tigate the structural relationship between post-traumatic stress, 
cultural adaptation stress, attitude of parenting, emotional in-
telligence, and the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean 
adolescent refugees based on the theory of stress and coping 
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by Lazarus and Folkman [19], and through these findings pro-
vide a baseline for preparing an intervention strategy to assist 
in their psychosocial adjustment. 

1. Objectives

The purpose of this study is to construct a hypothesis mod-
el based on previous studies to explain and predict the psy-
chosocial adjustment of North Korean adolescent refugees to 
ultimately find a cause and effect path among the diverse vari-
ables. Grasping a cause-and-effect relationship among factors 
that influences the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean 
adolescent refugees, and to them rank these factors in priority 
order is expected to enable the development of an integrated 
approach to nursing to hasten the adjustment of North Korean 
adolescent refugees by developing psychosocial adjustment 
protocols.

2. Research Hypothesis

 Stress incurred by North Korean adolescent refugees will 
affect their emotional intelligence.

 Attitude of parenting perceived by North Korean adoles-
cent refugees will affect their emotional intelligence.

 Stress of North Korean adolescent refugees will affect 
their psychosocial adjustment.

 Attitude of parenting perceived by North Korean adoles-
cent refugees will affect their psychosocial adjustment.

 Emotional intelligence of North Korean adolescent refu-
gees will affect their psychosocial adjustment.

METHODS

1. Research Design

This study was designed to construct and verify a structur-
al model that explains the psychosocial adjustment of North 
Korean adolescent refugees and determine a cause- and-effect 
relationship between variables that influence their psychoso-
cial adjustment, using the concept of emotional intelligence 
from Salovey and Mayer [11] as mediating variable based on 
the theory of stress and coping from Lazarus and Folkman 
[19].

2. Subjects

The subjects in this study are North Korean adolescent refu-
gees aged between 16 and 24, who registered in alternative 
schools in the Seoul and Gyeonggi metropolitan areas, Dae-
jeon and Chungcheong area, Yeomyung School, Hangyeore 

High School, or a regional adjustment center, who voluntarily 
consented to participate in this research, under the concurrent 
agreement of their parents or legal agent. In general, in struc-
tural equation model, measuring variables 5~10 times is the 
minimum recommended level and an ideal sample size is 200 
people; 200~400 samples are desired for structural model 
analyses [20]. In structural model analyses, the most common 
estimation method is the Maximum Likelihood Estimate 
(MLE), in which 10~400 samples are considered appropriate 
[20]. This study selected 324 samples, of which 34 samples 
were dropped, with 290 samples finally used for analysis. 
Therefore, the sample size in this study meets the minimum 
recommendation that 200 samples are needed to verify the 
model as single standard value to satisfy the threshold.

3. Research Instrument

1) Attitude of parenting
In terms of attitude of parenting, negative attitudes such as 

neglect, abuse, and inconsistency were used based on the pa-
renting test developed by Kim [21]. Measurement tools were 
used after its use was approved by the developer prior to data 
collection. Responses for each item were developed to obtain 
scores ranging from 1 point for “strongly disagree” to 5 points 
for “strongly agree” based on five-point Likert scale, with 
higher points indicating a higher level of the corresponding 
behavior. Cronbach’s ⍺ at the time of development was .84, 
.86 for neglect, .87, .89 for abuse, and .75, .80 for inconsistency 
[21], for parents. Cronbach’s ⍺ in this study was .86 for ne-
glect, .90 for abuse, and .81 for inconsistency.

2) Stress
Stress in this study was divided into post-traumatic stress, 

characterizing the special characteristics of escaping North 
Korea, and cultural adaptation stress, which North Korean 
adolescent refugees experience while settling into South Ko-
rean society. Measurement tools were used after their use was 
approved by the developer, prior to data collection.

(1) Post-traumatic stress
For post-traumatic stress, the scale validated for North 

Korean adolescent refugees in a study of Kim et al. [22] was 
used. This scale is composed of 17 items, measuring primary 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress such as re-experience, avo-
idance or emotional numbness, and hyperarousal of trauma-
tic events, and 6 items measuring complex-Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (complex-PTSD). Each item obtains scores 
ranging from 0 points for “never” to 3 points for “almost every 
day”, with higher points indicating a higher post-traumatic 
stress level. Cronbach’s ⍺ was .94 in the study by Kim et al. 
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[22], and was .92 in this study.

(2) Cultural adaptation stress
For cultural adaptation stress, the scale validated for North 

Korean adolescent refugees in a study by Kim et al. [22] was 
used. This scale is composed of 16 items regarding 5 sub-
factors: sense of difference, culture shock, discrimination, 
marginalization, and homesickness. Based on a five-point 
scale, each item obtains scores ranging from 0 points for 
“strongly disagree” to 4 points for “strongly agree”, with 
higher points indicating a higher cultural adaptation stress 
level. Cronbach’s ⍺ was .85 in the study by Kim et al. [22], and 
was .95 in this study.

3) Emotional intelligence
As a scale for emotional intelligence for adolescents devel-

oped by Moon [23], a total of 40 items regarding five sub-
factors were measured: emotional awareness and expression, 
empathy, emotional facilitation of thinking, using emotional 
knowledge, and emotional adjustment. Based on five-point 
Likert scale each item obtains scores ranging from 1 point for 
“strongly disagree” to 5 points for “strongly agree”, with 
higher points indicating a higher emotional intelligence. 
Cronbach’s ⍺ was .65 at the time of development and .79 in 
this study.

4) Psychosocial adjustment
To measure the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean 

adolescent refugees, withdrawal, depression/anxiety, delin-
quency, and aggression from the Korean version of the Kore-
an Youth Self Report (K-YSR) [24] were used. Psychological 
adjustment is composed of 7 items regarding withdrawal and 
16 items regarding depression/anxiety. Each item obtains 
scores ranging from 1 point for “strongly disagree” to 3 points 
for “strongly agree”, with higher points indicating higher 
withdrawal and depression/anxiety. Social adjustment is 
composed of 11 items evaluating delinquency and 19 items 
evaluating aggression. Each item obtains scores ranging from 
1 point for “strongly disagree” to 3 points for “strongly agree”, 
with higher points indicating higher delinquency and aggres-
sion. Cronbach’s ⍺ was .63~.85 in K-YSR [24], with Cronbach’s 
⍺ subfactors in this study being .76 for withdrawal, .86 for de-
pression/anxiety, .71 for delinquency, and .87 for aggression.

4. Data Collection Process and Ethical Consideration

This study was conducted after being approved by an Insti-
tutional Review Board (Approval No.: 16-05-02-1221). The 
purpose of the study and data collection method were ex-
plained to the related department and director of the insti-

tution before data collection and subject recruiting was al-
lowed. The subjects of this study were North Korean adoles-
cent refugees who voluntarily consented to participate in this 
research, upon approval of their parents or legal agent. Data 
was collected from January 5, 2017 to January 4, 2018. The sur-
vey was conducted during breaks and activity times outside 
of regular class hours, with the help of school teachers or re-
gional working-level staff, after a trained researcher explain-
ed the purpose and aim of research. For the areas that were 
difficult to be understood during explanations, a North Kore-
an refugee volunteer provided extra explanations. The sub-
jects were informed that they could withdraw from the survey 
anytime if they did not want to reply, that there would be no 
subsequent disadvantage or discrimination, and that all data 
provided would be anonymous. The time required to reply to 
the questionnaire was about 15~20 minutes, and all ques-
tionnaires were collected immediately after response were 
provided and stored in a designated place that was managed 
by researchers in order to prevent the leakage of personal in-
formation and survey contents. To maintain the security of the 
computer that stored the collected data, a password was used 
and only researchers were permitted to access the device. A 
small gift (stationery products) was offered to all subjects who 
completed the survey.

5. Data Analysis

The collected data was analyzed using the SPSS 21.0 sta-
tistics program and AMOS Ver. 22.0 software. General charac-
teristics and descriptive statistics of major variables were pre-
sented based on frequency, percentage, mean, and standard 
deviation. The correlation between all variables was analyzed 
using Pearson’s correlation coefficients.

The normality of each sample in the structural model analy-
sis was confirmed based on its mean, standard deviation, 
skewness, and kurtosis using SPSS 21.0. The measurement 
model was verified via a confirmatory factor analysis using 
AMOS 22.0, and a structural equation model analysis was per-
formed to explore structural relationships. The estimation of 
parameters for the structural equation model was performed 
using MLE, and the goodness-of-fit of the model was ana-
lyzed using x2, in addition to the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI), 
the Comparative Normed of Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis 
Index (TLI), Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation 
(RMSEA), and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual 
(SRMR). The significance of the estimation coefficient based 
on the path of the hypothetical model was analyzed based on 
the Critical Ratio (CR) and p-value (p<.050). A bootstrap me-
thod was used to verify if the mediation effect, an indirect ef-
fect, was significant.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Variables (N=290)

Variables Categories Minimum Maximum M±SD Range Skewness Kurtosis CR AVE

Attitude of 
parenting

Neglect 
Inconsistency
Abuse

1.00
1.00
1.00

5.00
5.00
5.00

2.14±0.89
2.46±0.79
2.16±0.94

1~5
1~5
1~5

0.78
0.00
0.90

0.49
-0.20
0.70

.79 .55

Stress Post-traumatic stress
Cultural adaptation

1.00
1.00

3.74
4.06

1.84±0.59
2.38±0.72

1~4
1~5

0.64
-0.17

0.02
-0.33

.82 .69

Emotional 
intelligence

Empathy
Facilitation thinking 
Using emotional knowledge

2.00
2.29
2.00

5.00
4.86
5.00

3.44±0.50
3.57±0.47
3.64±0.54

1~5
1~5
1~5

0.13
-0.40
-0.00

0.42
0.19

-0.06

.85 .66

Psychosocial 
adjustment

Shrinking
Delinquency
Aggression

1.00
1.00
1.00

3.00
2.45
2.63

1.17±0.42
1.35±0.28
1.44±0.30

1~3
1~3
1~3

0.15
1.44
0.94

-0.60
2.35
0.65

.97 .91

CR=Construct reliability; AVE=Average variance extracted.

RESULTS

1. General Characteristics of Subjects

The subjects of this study consisted of 24.8% male students 
and 75.2% female students. The mean age was 20.03±3.05 
years, with 20 years old or younger being 52.8% and 21 years 
old and older being 47.2%. Regarding school status, the larg-
est portion were alternative school students at 39.9% of the 
subjects; elementary school students, middle school students, 
high school students, university students, and people who are 
preparing for qualification examinations or job applicants 
were 5.2%, 6.9%, 11.5%, 7.7%, and 28.8%, respectively. Mean-
while, subjects who replied that they lived alone, that they live 
with one parent or both parents, that they live with siblings or 
relatives, and who replied that they live with friends or guard-
ians were 41.7%, 39.0%, 11.4%, and 7.9%, respectively. The 
satisfaction level of subjects’ relationships with friends was 
3.16±2.14 points out of 10, and academic stress and anxiety to-
ward the future of subjects were 6.25±2.88 points and 6.18± 

2.87 points out of 10, respectively.

2. Descriptive Statistics of Research Variables  

Descriptive statistics of the research variables used in the 
measurement model of this study are as follows (Table 1). 
Neglect, a subfactor of negative attitude of parenting percei-
ved by subjects, was 2.14±0.89 out of 5 points, with incon-
sistency and abuse being 2.46±0.79 and 2.16±0.94, respecti-
vely. Post-traumatic stress or stress perceived by subjects was 
1.84±0.59 out of 4 points, whereas cultural adaptation stress 
was 2.38±0.72 out of 5 points. Empathy, facilitation thinking, 
and using emotional knowledge, subfactors of emotional in-

telligence, were 3.44±0.50, 3.57±0.47, and 3.64±0.54 out of 5 
points, respectively. Shrinking, delinquency, and aggression, 
subfactors of psychosocial adjustment, were 1.17±0.42, 1.35± 

0.28, and 1.44±0.30 out of 3 points, respectively. As the abso-
lute value of skewness and kurtosis of variables used in this 
study is distributed in the range of ±3, the data was found not 
to deviate from the hypothesis of normal distribution.

3. Correlation of Major Research Variables

In the analysis of correlation among the variables used in 
this study, shrinking, a subfactor of the psychosocial adjust-
ment of North Korean adolescent refugees, showed a sig-
nificant positive correlation with neglect of parent (r=.28, 
p<.001), inconsistent attitude of parenting (r=.26, p<.001), 
abuse (r=.21, p<.001), post-traumatic stress (r=.50, p<.001), 
and cultural adaptation stress (r=.46, p<.001). 

The delinquency of North Korean adolescent refugees dis-
played a significant positive correlation with neglect of pa-
rents (r=.36, p<.001), inconsistent attitude of parenting (r= 
.25, p<.001), abuse (r=.39, p<.001), post-traumatic stress (r= 
.40, p<.001), and cultural adaptation stress (r=.39, p<.001), 
while there was a significant negative correlation with em-
pathy (r=-.12, p=.036) and facilitation thinking (r=-.16, p=.005), 
subfactors of emotional intelligence. Aggression of North Ko-
rean adolescent refugees had a significant positive correlation 
with neglect of parents (r=.32, p<.001), inconsistent attitude of 
parenting (r=.22, p<.001), abuse (r=.40, p<.001), post-trauma-
tic stress (r=.45, p<.001), and cultural adaptation stress (r=.36, 
p<.001), while there was a negative correlation with facili-
tation thinking (r=-.24, p<.001), a subfactor of emotional intel-
ligence (Table 2).
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Table 2. Correlation among the Major Variables (N=290)

Variables
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

r (p) r (p) r (p) r (p) r (p) r (p) r (p) r (p) r (p) r (p) r (p)

1. Neglect 1

2. Inconsistency .50
(＜.001)

1

3. Abuse .49
(＜.001)

.52
(＜.001)

1

4. Post-traumatic 
stress symptom

.30
(＜.001)

.32
(＜.001)

.38
(＜.001)

1

5. Cultural 
adaptation stress

.28
(＜.001)

.34
(＜.001)

.39
(＜.001)

.48
(＜.001)

1

6. Empathy -.08
(.205)

-.03
(.563)

-.19
(.001)

-.14
(.017)

.07
(.263)

1

7. Facilitation 
thinking

-.25
(＜.001)

-.14
(.019)

-.24
(＜.001)

-.21
(＜.001)

.05
(.394)

.41
(＜.001)

1

8. Using emotional 
knowledge

-.05
(.392)

-.02
(.789)

.01
(.928)

-.03
(.580)

.13
(.022)

.32
(＜.001)

.29
(＜.001)

1

9. Shrinking .28
(＜.001)

.26
(＜.001)

.21
(＜.001)

.50
(＜.001)

.46
(＜.001)

-.03
(.601)

-.02
(.732)

-.06
(.281)

1

10. Delinquency .36
(＜.001)

.25
(＜.001)

.39
(＜.001)

.40
(＜.001)

.39
(＜.001)

-.12
(.036)

-.16
(.005)

-.05
(.416)

.46
(＜.001)

1

11. Aggression .32
(＜.001)

.22
(＜.001)

.40
(＜.001)

.45
(＜.001)

.36
(＜.001)

-.07
(.243)

-.24
(＜.001)

-.02
(.779)

.41
(＜.001)

.76
(＜.001)

1

4. Testing of Psychosocial Adjustment Structural Model of 
North Korean Adolescent Refugees  

This study tested a hypothetical model that set stress, neg-
ative attitude of parenting, and emotional intelligence as ob-
served variables using a structured tool in order to investigate 
factors that influence the psychosocial adjustment of North 
Korean adolescent refugees. A confirmatory factor analysis 
for the measurement model was conducted first to verify 
model estimation possibility and fitness and the research 
model was then tested.

1) Confirmatory factor analysis
In the confirmatory factor analysis, stress, negative attitude 

of parenting, and emotional intelligence were confirmed to be 
a relatively good measurement model for explaining the psy-
chosocial adjustment of North Korean adolescent refugees. At 
this time, factors having a low loading were eliminated from 
the emotional intelligence and psychosocial adjustment. It is 
possible that the link between the error terms is an interre-
lated variable of endogenous latent variables (Figure 1).

(1) Convergent validity
The validity was evaluated through Average Variance Ex-

tracted (AVE) and Construct Reliability (CR) which present 
the coincidence between latent variables and measurement 
variables, in which the CR values of each construct concept 
were all 0.70 or more, which was significant. The AVE value of 
each construct concept value was .50 or more, confirming that 
this model has convergent validity (Table 1).

(2) Discriminant validity
The discriminant validity expresses the difference between 

different latent variables and the correlation coefficient be-
tween latent variables of the measurement model. For this 
study, the validity was in the range of -.01~.76. Since the abso-
lute values of correlation coefficients were all less than .85, it 
was confirmed that this model has discriminant validity. 

2) Goodness-of-fit test of measurement model
The goodness-of-fit of measurement model tested in this 

study is as follows. The goodness-of-fit index of this study 
was found to be x2=131.20 (p<.001), GFI=.93, CFI=.91, TLI= 
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Figure 1. Confirmatory factor analysis.

.86, RMSEA=.08, and SRMR=.07. Although the hypothetical 
model was found not to be fit with x2=131.20 (p<.001), as x2 
was sensitive to the number of samples, the value of Nx2 [18], 
which was less sensitive to the number of samples, was calcu-
lated to be 3.43, which confirmed appropriate fitness (value 
between 2 and 5). Next, the TLI value did not meet the stand-
ard value. However, since GFI, CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR val-
ues showed good results, the measurement model for hypo-
thetical model of psychosocial adjustment of North Korean 
adolescent refugees set in this study was deemed to be valid.

3) Analysis of final model
The goodness-of-fit of the final model suggested in this 

study is as follows. The goodness-of-fit index of the research 
model in this study was found to be x2=131.20 (p<.001), 
GFI=.93, CFI=.91, TLI=.88, RMSEA=.08, and SRMR=.07. 
Though an incremental fit index TLI showed slightly low fig-
ures, as CFI, GFI, RMSEA, and SRMR were found to fit, the 
overall model was deemed to have no problem in performing 
the analysis. Three paths out of the five suggested in the hy-
pothetical model of this study were found to be significant; 
the three supported paths and final model are shown in 
Figure 2. Direct effect, indirect effect, and total effect of the 
factors related to North Korean adolescent refugees are 
shown in Table 3. 

“Stress of North Korean adolescent refugees will have effect 
emotional intelligence.”, Hypothesis 1, was rejected because 
the direct effect was not statistically significant (β=.24, CR= 
1.48, p=.253). The direct effect of “Negative attitude of parent-

ing perceived by North Korean adolescent refugees will effect 
emotional intelligence.”, Hypothesis 2, was statistically sig-
nificant (β=-.48, CR=-2.85, p=.009). The direct effect of “Stress 
of North Korean adolescent refugees will effect psychosocial 
adjustment.”, Hypothesis 3, was statistically significant (β
=.64, CR=4.10, p=.009). “Negative attitude of parenting per-
ceived by North Korean adolescent refugees will effect psy-
chosocial adjustment.”, Hypothesis 4, was rejected because 
the direct effect was not statistically significant (β=.06, CR= 
0.44, p=.681). The direct effect of “Emotional intelligence of 
North Korean adolescent refugees will effect psychosocial 
adjustment.”, Hypothesis 5, was statistically significant (β= 
-.12, CR=-1.41, p=.033). The psychosocial adjustment of North 
Korean adolescent refugees was explained by 50.0% in total as 
being based on stress, negative attitude of parenting, and 
emotional intelligence. In other words, when the stress was 
high and emotional intelligence was low, the negative parent-
ing attitudes are mediated by relying on the emotional in-
telligence of the adolescent, a technique that resulted in in-
creased shrinking, delinquency, and aggression, which are all 
subfactors of psychosocial adjustment.

DISCUSSION

To have a good quality life in South Korea, it is important to 
adapt to new changes in various areas. This study was con-
ducted in order to construct and verify a structural model 
based on the theory of stress and coping by Lazarus and 
Folkman [19] using the concept of emotional intelligence from 
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Table 3. Standardized Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects (N=290)

Endogenous variables Exogenous variables
Standardized 
direct effect

Standardized 
indirect effect

Standardized 
total effect

SMC

Emotional intelligence Stress
Attitude of parenting 

.24 (.253)
-.48 (.009)

-
-

.24 (.253)
-.48 (.009)

.13

Psychosocial adjustment Stress
Attitude of parenting 
Emotional intelligence

.64 (.009)

.06 (.681)
-.12 (.033)

-.03 (.136)
.06 (.028)

-

.61 (.006)

.12 (.277)
-.12 (.033)

.50

SMC=Squared multiple correlations.

Figure 2. Effect analysis in the structural equation model.

Salovey and Mayer [11] as a mediating variable that explains 
the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean adolescent refu-
gees, to subsequently establish nursing intervention strategies 
to increase psychosocial adjustments.

In the results of this study, the primary variables that af-
fected the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean adoles-
cent refugees were stress, negative attitude of parenting, and 
emotional intelligence, and in case of negative attitude of pa-
renting, only indirect effects were significant. From these re-
sults, discussions based on the major results are as follows.

The variables that affected the psychosocial adjustment of 
North Korean adolescent refugees through direct paths were 
stress consisting of post-traumatic stress and cultural adapta-
tion stress. Adolescents experience various physical, psycho-
logical, and social traumas in the process of escaping North 
Korea and entering South Korea. Not only that, they experi-
ence various mental traumas such as fear of detection or ar-
rest, physical injuries, and being split from or losing family. 
Such traumatic experiences of North Korean adolescent refu-
gees have been reported to have similar rates as that of adults 

[12]. Such traumatic experiences affect their adaptation into 
South Korean society. In fact, North Korean adolescent refu-
gees experience many psychological symptoms, including 
post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, or depression, and 
commonly express psychological pain through delinquency, 
deviant behavior, aggressive, and hostile behaviors [25]. As 
such, there is a need for a comprehensive support system that 
considers environmental factors for North Korean adolescent 
refugees, such as trauma experienced in North Korean life 
and in the process of escaping North Korea, in addition to the 
various culture shocks experienced after entering South 
Korea.

Not only stress relating to trauma and cultural differences 
they experience when they encounter South Korean culture, 
the stress they experience when they have to overcome preju-
dice and discrimination of South Korean society are also fac-
tors that hamper the normal development of North Korean 
adolescent refugees by threatening their physical and mental 
health [25]. According to a previous study, cultural adapta-
tion stress, such as culture shock, discrimination, or sense of 
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alienation, has a positive correlation with the aggression of 
North Korean adolescent refugees [14]. Therefore, North 
Korean adolescent refugees must have clear life goals in order 
to prevent cultural adaptation stress from leading to the ex-
ternalization of aggression [14]. 

Moreover, as South Korea prefers the characteristics of a 
monoculture and lacks friendly feelings for North Korea as it 
is a divided nation, North Korean refugees are highly likely to 
experience prejudice and discrimination in South Korean so-
ciety [26]. Therefore, there is a need to help them develop a 
coping strategy to efficiently cope with various conflicts caused 
from culture differences between South Korea and North 
Korea. In addition, there should be educational efforts to min-
imize cultural conflicts that occur at the school and commun-
ity levels, creating opportunities for North Korean adolescent 
refugees and South Korean adolescents to participate together 
in event such as North Korean defecting adolescents’ com-
petency enhancement program (HOPE) [1]. Programs in which 
North Korean adolescent refugees and South Korean adoles-
cents can meet together will become a place of experience 
through which South Korean adolescents can learn a balanced 
view toward North Korea. This increase of mutual under-
standing can be promoted by encouraging North Korean ado-
lescent refugees to actively participate.

Second, emotional intelligence was found to have a signi-
ficant direct effect on the psychosocial adjustment of North 
Korean adolescent refugees. According to a study by Jeong 
[27], children having a higher emotional intelligence express 
and adjust their emotion appropriately according to the sit-
uation, and children having the ability to understand and con-
sider others can adapt to people around them or different en-
vironments, which prevents behavioral problems. In a study 
by Lipnevich et al. [28], emotional intelligence improvement 
programs reduce aggressive behaviors of adolescents by im-
proving their emotional awareness and management and em-
pathizing ability, and help them to acquire socioemotional 
skills and improve their mental health. North Korean adoles-
cent refugees are susceptible to various stresses and anxieties 
about the society they now live in and their future because 
they are embarrassed, depressed, and intimidated by the dif-
ferent situations they are now experiencing in South Korean 
society [3]. Indeed, there is a desperate need for programs to 
cultivate emotional intelligence to help them resolve stresses, 
various conflicts, and other emotional problems that they face. 
Because the ways to resolve problems in a healthy way are dif-
ferent depending on how they perceive, understand, and deal 
with those problems emotionally [29], such programs will 
help North Korean adolescent refugees control their emotions 
and sentiment appropriately, and allow them to maintain a 
stable and positive psychological state, enabling them to func-

tion socially and live a happy life.
Lastly, although the direct effect of negative attitudes of pa-

renting on the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean ado-
lescent refugees was not deemed to be significant, the neg-
ative attitude of parenting was found to affect emotional in-
telligence as a medium. This finding is in line with a study by 
Kim and Kang [30], which states that mothers’ attitude of pa-
renting has an indirect effect on children’s adaptation in 
school life through emotional adjustment, and can be in-
terpreted such that negative parenting attitudes negatively af-
fect the emotional intelligence of North Korean adolescent ref-
ugees, which in turn negatively effects their psychosocial ad-
justment. Family is an important support resource for North 
Korean adolescent refugees. However, single-parent family 
and family disorganization, the family characteristics of North 
Korean adolescent refugees, usually lead to the abandonment 
of education, child abuse, or family neglect. The psychological 
confusion North Korean adolescent refugees experience when 
they decide to enter welfare facilities, reenter alternative 
schools, or choose other careers after failing to adapt in regu-
lar schools are examples showing that stable settlement at 
home is needed [16]. It also shows that the psychosocial ad-
justment of North Korean adolescent refugees is fundamen-
tally derived from a stable family and home life.

 Thus, there is a need for a democratic, warm, peaceful and 
positive attitude-not neglect, inconsistency, or abuse, as sup-
ported by the results research that confirms that attitude of 
parenting has a critical effect on the psychosocial develop-
ment of children. In a study by Lee and Jeon [7], many fathers 
among North Korean refugees displayed a positive attitude of 
parenting, such as affection and encouragement, though over 
30% of subjects needed clinical help due to high parenting 
stress. Since the attitude of parenting perceived by children 
can be different from the actual attitude of parenting, it is im-
portant how children perceive different experiences [6]. Hence, 
parents need to receive education along with their children to 
ensure their children’s positive growth and development and 
their family’s successful settlement in South Korean society. 
Again, although the negative attitude of parenting was not 
deemed to be a variable that directly affects psychosocial ad-
justment in this study, parents’ compassionate and democra-
tic attitude of parenting is expected to have a positive effect on 
the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean refugees, by cul-
tivating their emotional intelligence. 

This study has significance in that it constructed a model to 
explain the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean adoles-
cent refugees and suggested a direction for creating programs 
for psychosocial adjustment. However, these research results 
cannot be generalized because the subjects used in this study 
did not include all North Korean adolescent refugees and due 
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to the fact that the attitude of parenting, as a research variable, 
was investigated only on adolescents. As such a follow-up 
study to investigate parents is also needed. 

Also, although the model was constructed by selecting 
stresses and attitudes of parenting as variables that affect psy-
chosocial adjustment, according to theoretical background 
and previous studies, there is a need for a follow-up study that 
verifies the variables that influence and effect adjustment, 
such as relationship with peers, school, and social support. In 
a study by Lee [18], the psychosocial adjustment of North Ko-
rean adolescent refugees varied depending on gender, age, 
and presence of family; a follow-up study needs to compare 
the paths of the structural model of psychosocial adjustment 
according to general characteristics through an analysis of 
multiple groups. Furthermore, as research tools for adoles-
cents are usually based adolescents aged to 18 or 19, for future 
research, the subject age of North Korean adolescent refugees 
should be divided to adolescents aged 19 or younger and ear-
ly adults aged 20 or older. There is also a need to develop an 
instrument for North Korean adolescent refugees that secures 
validity and reliability of the results, which has been pointed 
out in various studies on North Korean adolescent refugees.

CONCLUSION

A stable settlement of North Korean adolescent refugees 
can be successfully made only when North Korean adolescent 
refugees overcome trauma they experience in North Korean 
life, in the process of escaping North Korea, and from culture 
shock they experience after entering South Korea based on 
sufficient support from family and society. This study tested 
the effects of stress and attitude of parenting on the psychoso-
cial adjustment of North Korean adolescent refugees based on 
the theory of stress and coping from Lazarus and Folkman 
[19]. As a result, the direct effect of stress and emotional in-
telligence on the psychosocial adjustment of North Korean 
adolescent refugees was deemed to be significant, with the 
negative attitude of parenting having an indirect effect on 
their emotional intelligence. Therefore, there is a need for ac-
tive intervention to relieve post-traumatic and cultural adap-
tation stresses and to cultivate the emotional intelligence of 
North Korean adolescent refugees through education and the 
encouragement of positive attitudes of parenting. Through 
these results, communities and governmental agencies need 
to make efforts to help North Korean adolescent refugees 
grow as healthy members of our society by decreasing neg-
ative behaviors, such as shrinking, delinquency, and aggres-
sion, and to develop and apply various interventions to im-
prove the psychosocial adjustments of North Korean adoles-
cent refugees.
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