
INTRODUCTION

School violence is a serious social problem. Ensuring a safe 
school environment free from violence has been a major poli-
cy agenda for educational reforms, and many countries have 
struggled to address school violence.1 In school violence, vic-
timization can take various forms, including physical, verbal, 
relational and cyber-bullying.2 It is evident that the conse-
quences of school violence are serious and life-long: victims 
often suffer from lower self-esteem, chronic absenteeism, 
school avoidance, feeling unsafe and insecure in the school 
setting, decreased educational progress and success, and, in 
rare cases, even suicide.3 Although the factors determining the 
profile of victims of violence are complex, they tend to be as-
sociated with inequalities linked to socio-economic status, 
race, ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation.4 Therefore, chil-
dren who are immigrants or the offspring of immigrants can 
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be vulnerable to school violence.
The number of immigrants has been rapidly increasing in 

South Korea as the number of international marriages has in-
creased.5 However, the social systems and cultural environment 
of Korea are not yet mature enough to respond constructively 
to this cultural diversity because Korea has been an ethnically 
homogenous country for thousands of years.6 The mental 
health of immigrants has become a major issue in South Korea 
because a report was published stating that immigrant women 
have higher levels of anxiety and their children also have more 
internalizing and externalizing symptoms than children of na-
tive parents.7 Although school violence can seriously affect ad-
justment and mental health in children and adolescents, there 
are few studies about school violence among the offspring of 
immigrants in South Korea. The aim of this study was to evalu-
ate the effect of school violence on depressive symptoms among 
the offspring of multicultural families in South Korea.

METHODS

We used data from the 2012 National Survey of Multicul-
tural Families (NSMF), which was conducted by the Minis-
try of Gender Equality and Family to fulfill the requirements 
of the Multicultural Family Support Act of 2008. The target 
households of the NSMF were identified by obtaining ad-
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dresses and basic demographic information from the records 
of the Ministry of Public Administration and Security. A to-
tal of 4775 offspring were eligible to participate in this survey. 
Trained interviewers visited each of the target households 
and collected survey data from immigrants and their offspring 
using a self-administered questionnaire. After excluding sur-
veys with missing data, 3999 offspring were included in the 
secondary data analysis. Ethical approval was not required 
for this secondary data analysis because the 2012 NSMF data 
does not include any personal information and can be ac-
cessed easily for public purposes. 

School violence and depressive mood
Basic demographic data were collected, including age, sex, 

level of relationship with father and mother and Korean lan-
guage fluency. Participants were asked about their past expe-
riences of school violence, which included all types of violence 
that can occur in school: verbal assault, bullying, being forced 
to run errands, robbery, physical abuse, sexual abuse, and 
cyber-bullying. Depressive mood was assessed based on re-
sponses to the question, “In the past 12 months, have you ex-
perienced sadness or despair that significantly influenced 
your everyday life for two weeks?” An answer of yes or no to 
these two questions was coded.

Statistical analysis
In the 2012 NSMF, adjusted weights were applied to the 

data to obtain a representative sample of the Korean popula-
tion. A logistic regression was used to determine the relation-
ship between school violence and depressive mood by adjust-
ing for confounding factors such as personal, school, and 
family factors. The collected data were analyzed using PASW 
Statistics version 21.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). A p-val-
ue of less than 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

A total of 3999 offspring participated in this secondary data 
analysis. The basic demographic data is shown in Table 1. The 
likelihood that a student would report having experienced 
school violence increased (OR=5.142, 95% CI 4.067–6.500, 
p<0.01) after adjusting for age, sex, relation with parents and 
fluency in Korean language (Table 2).

DISCUSSION

The aims of the study were to examine the association be-
tween school violence and depressive mood among the off-
spring of immigrants living in South Korea. Though complex 
causes and moderating factors could contribute to the find-

ings, acculturation stress might be a unique pathway to bully-
ing victimization for immigrant youths. Acculturation is the 
process of adjusting to a different culture through changes in 
attitudes, behaviors, and identifications as immigrants en-
counter the culture of the host country.8 Youths who experi-
ence acculturation stress might exhibit characteristics that are 
associated with heightened risk of victimization, such as so-
cial isolation, anxiety, insecurity, and cautiousness.9 There is a 
high possibility that immigrants and their offspring might 
suffer more serious acculturation stress in South Korea, which 
has long had a relatively homogenous population and because 
the economic crisis, has had a competitive atmosphere.

Though this study did not compare immigrant youth and 
Korean native youth, the few existing studies on bullying 
among immigrant youths yield conflicting evidence about 
their risk of victimization relative to native youths. Some stud-
ies have found that relative to the native born, the foreign born 
are just as likely10 or less likely11 to be victims. Other research 
suggests that the negative mental and physical health effects of 
victimization are stronger among the foreign born than the 
native born.12 Regardless of whether immigrant youths are 
more at risk than natives, immigrant youths experience school 
violence and its negative consequences, including depressive 
mood. Our results are similar to those of previous papers, sug-

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the 2012 National Sur-
vey of Multicultural Families participants (N=3,999)

Characteristics N (%) or mean (standard deviation)
Age 12.15 (2.51) 
Gender

Male 2,102 (52.6)
Female 1,897 (47.4)

School violence
No 3,634 (90.9)
Yes 365 (9.1)

Depressive mood
No 3,114 (77.9)
Yes 885 (22.1)

Table 2. Logistic regression analysis with forward stepwise meth-
od about depressive mood with adjustment for individual, school 
and family factors (N=3,999)

Risk factors OR 95% CI p
School violence 5.142 4.067–6.500 <0.01
Age 1.107 1.072–1.142 <0.01
Sex 1.254 1.069–1.471 <0.01
Relation with father 1.231 1.130–1.339 <0.01
Relation with mother 1.417 1.287–1.562 <0.01
Fluency in writing Korean 1.262 1.154–1.379 <0.01
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gesting that immigrant youths need more multilevel support—
from the individual level to the community level—to address 
problems from the biologic level of depression to cultural is-
sues associated with the acculturation process.

This study has several limitations. First, we used a self-re-
port scale with simple questions to measure depressive mood 
and school violence; therefore, the interpretation of the results 
may be limited. Second, the cross-sectional nature of the sur-
vey limits the testing of causal paths. Despite these limitations, 
the results of this study can be generalized to the offspring of 
multicultural families due to the use of nationally representa-
tive data. When the next wave of data is released for this data-
set, it will be possible to perform a longitudinal analysis or 
trend analysis of the relationship between school violence and 
depressive mood.
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