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This study investigated the long-term trends of acculturative stress, peer

relationship, and school adjustment among adolescents from multicultural

families in South Korea, and examined the concurrent and lagged e�ects of

multicultural family support services (MFSS) on the longitudinal changes in the

variables of interest. Concurrent and lagged models as well as developmental

trajectories via latent growth modeling (LGM) were employed on a sample

of 1,443 middle school students (706 boys, 737 girls) from the Multicultural

Youth Panel Survey (MAPS). The results revealed that peer relationships and

school adjustment perceived by adolescents demonstrated consistent, gradual

declines across 3-year time points while there was a lack of significant change in

acculturative stress during the same period. The absence of significant change

in acculturative stress could be attributed to floor e�ects, stemming from its

initial low mean level. Nevertheless, the LGM modeling also exhibited significant

concurrent and lagged e�ects of MFSS at the first and third time points of

investigation. The intermittent significant e�ects of MFSS and the direction of its

improvement were discussed. More educational interventions guiding students

from multicultural families would be needed as they navigate the complexities

of adolescence.

KEYWORDS

multicultural adolescents, longitudinal, acculturative stress, peer relations, school

adjustment, MAPS 1, MAPS 2011

Introduction

In today’s globally interconnected milieu, the burgeoning multicultural population in

South Korea underscores the need to understand the experiences in schools of adolescents

withmulticultural backgrounds.With the increasing number of such students (Kim, 2023a;

Yoon, 2023), a recent proclamation by South Korea’s Ministry of Gender Equity and Family

has highlighted the government’s commitment to inclusive education and emphasizes its

dedicated support (Lee, 2022) for students from multicultural families, thereby promoting

educational inclusivity and equity. Despite the long-standing emphasis on multicultural

education by government programs in school settings, however, few studies have evaluated

the effectiveness of these policy program initiatives.

In doing so, it is essential to incorporate key elements to understand their effects on

students with multicultural backgrounds. Previous studies have shown that acculturative

stress, a critical component of multicultural adaptation, profoundly influences the
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experiences of adolescents with multicultural backgrounds,

specifically, in terms of its wide-ranging impacts on their academic

performance (Albeg and Castro-Olivo, 2014), psychological

wellbeing (Bae, 2019), school adjustment (Lim, 2021) and social

interactions (Crockett et al., 2007). Moreover, research has revealed

that multicultural students face a variety of challenges ranging

from language and social relationships with teachers and peers

to understanding of and adjustment to school environments

(Lee and Song, 2011). Alongside these challenges, Choi (1997)

has recommended that a support program is needed to promote

intercultural and interpersonal relationship in helping immigrant

students adjust. However, while considerable research has

examined the structural relationships between acculturative stress,

peer relations, school adjustment, the influence of government

support policies on students with multicultural backgrounds

remains less explored. Additionally, there is a notable gap in the

literature in regard to examining the longitudinal trajectories of

acculturative stress, peer relations, and school adjustment.

This study, therefore, has endeavored to shed light on how

multicultural students’ experiences of multicultural family support

services influence their perceptions of acculturative stress, peer

relations, and school adjustment, as well as how these perceptions

change over time. In simultaneously examining the influence of

multicultural support services on these longitudinal dynamics and

evaluating the effects of government programs on the development

of acculturative stress, peer relationship, and school adjustment,

this research could potentially provide improved suggestions for

enhancing the effectiveness of educational programs in schools

and, as such supporting multicultural students who encounter

difficulties related to school experiences in South Korea.

Before delving into the theoretical backgrounds, it is important

to define “multicultural families,” “multicultural students,” and

“multicultural family support services” as terms used in this

research. As per South Korea’s Multicultural Family Support

Act, Article 2, a “multicultural family” is one that includes

marriage between immigrants and those born with Korean

nationality, as well as families with members who have been

naturalized. “Multicultural students” are those hailing from such

families. “Multicultural family support services” are provided by

the Multicultural Support Centers under the purview of South

Korea’s Ministry of Gender Equality and Family and aim to

help multicultural families and family members acculturate into

Korean society, offering various programs, such as language

class, psychological counseling, parenting education, educational

support, and career guidance.

Theoretical framework and hypothesis

Multicultural families and students in South
Korea

In contemporary South Korea, households with diverse cultural

heritages, termed “damunhwa gajok” are gaining prominence.

While the nation traditionally valued ethnic homogeneity, greater

diversity is rapidly being introduced to the society due to the

globalization and 21st century socio-cultural shifts, including the

growing number of international marriages. In a recent study by

Statistics Korea (Kim, 2023, 2023a), the number of multicultural

households in South Korea was recorded as 397,805 in the 2022

census. This figure represents 0.8% of the total population, a 3.7%

increase from 2021 and a 21.1% increase compared to 2017. Of

these households, 42.8% were led by naturalized Koreans, and

37.2% by marriage immigrants. The most prevalent nationality

within these groups was Korean-Chinese at 32.3%, closely followed

by Vietnamese at 21.8% and Chinese at 19.0%.

This rise in multicultural households in South Korea has

directly impacted the student demographics, with Kim (2021),

noting that there was a notable increase in multicultural students

from 46,955 in 2012 to 160,056 in 2021. This growth is significant,

especially considering the overall decline in the student population

during the same period. By 2021, multicultural students constituted

3.0% of the student population, up from just 0.7% in 2012. Delving

into the specifics, Vietnamese students represented the largest

group among multicultural students, their numbers growing from

26.5% of the multicultural student population in 2017 to 32.2%

in 2021, followed by students from China (excluding Korean-

Chinese), then the Philippines, and Korean-Chinese students. A

notable decline was observed, however, among students of Japanese

descent, their proportion decreasing from 10.5% in 2017 to 5.2%

in 2021.

In response to the growth rate of multicultural families

and students, the government has intensified its support and

initiated multicultural education programs for such individuals.

Despite these efforts, however, families and students from diverse

backgrounds still grapple with many challenges, particularly in

the education sector. For instance, Kim (2021) highlighted that,

in 2017, dropout rates for multicultural middle and high school

students stood at 1.47 and 2.11%, respectively. These figures

were significantly higher than the rates for the general student

population, which were 0.7% for middle schools and 1.5% for high

schools. The predominant factors behind these high dropout rates

encompassed non-attendance, conflicts with peers or educators,

plans for international studies or school transfers, financial

constraints, cultural adaptation struggles, and academic difficulties

(Kim, 2021). Such data underscore the pressing academic and social

challenges multicultural students encounter. Given this backdrop,

it is imperative to assess the effect of the government’s initiatives

in assisting multicultural students to navigate and surmount their

challenges in educational settings.

Multicultural family support centers

The Multicultural Family Support Centers are dedicated to

assisting immigrants by marriage and their families to lead

enjoyable and stable lives in South Korea (Kang, 2012), their

primary focus being to address the distinct educational challenges

these families and children encounter within the country’s

educational system and Korean culture, specifically, in developing

programs that promote family integration and provide specialized

educational support tailored to the needs of these families and

students. At the heart of their such programs are carefully crafted

supporting areas, including family, gender equality, human rights,

social integration, counseling, and resource integration. Among
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these programs, Korean language courses are seen as vital for

the marriage immigrants and their children to enhance both

ordinary and educational lives. Additionally, the centers offer

services dedicated to cultural adaptation, ensuring individuals gain

a thorough understanding of, and are able to adapt to, Korean

societal norms and practices.

As of 2023, 211 multicultural family support centers have been

established to offer free services to marriage immigrants and their

families (Kim, 2023b). For example, membership of the Danuri

Multicultural Family Support Web Portal (www.liveinkorea.kr)

is available to marriage immigrants and their families who can

freely enroll in programs through the Danuri helpline or by

registering online on the Danuri webpage. Additionally, individuals

can voluntarily search for a nearby center by looking up their

region on the Danuri webpage. The centers operate with the

support of government funding and private sector sponsorships,

and are managed by various organizations, including regional or

private institutions such as the global center. Additionally, Ansan-

si in Gyeonggi-do, an area with a high population of foreigners,

has its own autonomous foreign residents’ center, providing

administrative services.

These support centers generally provide a variety of services

that encompass group education on numerous social issues, Korean

language learning, community outreach programs, counseling,

and information services. Additionally, their support broadens

to include a wide spectrum of educational needs, addressing

more than just language and cultural aspects. These include

offering counseling services to address a range of challenges,

such as academic guidance for school admissions, support for

daily school and home lives, and psychological counseling with

professionals. Moreover, the centers also advocate early social and

cultural education for immigrating students and cater to specialized

educational needs, providing inclusive academic support. With a

clear understanding of the pivotal role families play in shaping

educational trajectories of students, the centers actively encourage

parental involvement. This underscores their commitment to

seamlessly integrating multicultural families into the tapestry of

South Korean society.

The Korean Institute for Healthy Family (2022) reported that

the multicultural family support centers offer a variety of programs

across five key areas: family support, gender equality, human

rights, social integration, and counseling. These include both

mandatory and elective programs tailored to each area’s specific

needs. Overall, 1,525,520 individuals have participated in these

programs at 230 multicultural family support centers, the family

support program showing the highest participation with 767,389

individuals, followed by the social integration program with

445,581, the human rights program with 193,569, the counseling

program with 66,924, and the gender equality program with

52,057 individuals. However, despite the government’s efforts to

reform the multicultural family act and support programs, the

fact remains that there are fewer multicultural students who

pursue further studies or enter higher education (Son, 2023).

Additionally, the annual report from the Korean Institute for

Healthy Family tracks program participation but does not include

data on student involvement from different school levels or assess

the effectiveness of these programs. Therefore, it is essential to

assess the effectiveness of the government’s plans and programs in

supporting multicultural students and such analysis may provide

insights for potential reforms.

Theoretical approach

Adolescence is a crucial phase marked by individuals delving

into their evolving identities and understanding their place in

society (Steinberg and Morris, 2001). As they undergo physical,

psychological, and social maturation, they encounter rapid

developmental changes and challenges, and are more vulnerable

to problematic behaviors than in earlier stages. Cultural shifts and

acculturation during adolescence also significantly influence one’s

quality of life in the long term.

In this section, we analyze literature on how government

initiatives affect multicultural students, with a focus on

acculturative stress, peer relations, and academic adjustment.

We review research to understand how these studies address key

variables and assess the effectiveness of government programs.

Moreover, we prioritize longitudinal studies on multicultural

adolescents to obtain a comprehensive picture of how such l

students in South Korea exhibit unique characteristics in each

key variable.

According to previous empirical studies, the trajectories of

acculturative stress, peer relations, and school adjustment vary

among students with multicultural backgrounds. Acculturative

stress has shown inconsistencies over the years (e.g., Phinney

et al., 2001; Ying, 2005; Tartakovsky, 2007; Bong et al., 2018),

whereas, in contrast, peer relations have displayed an increase

during adolescence (Kim et al., 2012; No et al., 2016; Son et al.,

2017). However, unlike the general population, which exhibits

a V-type trajectory (Kim, 2008, 2016; Lee and Cho, 2010), the

level of school adjustment continues to decrease for students with

multicultural backgrounds (Kim et al., 2012; Park and Oh, 2014; No

et al., 2016; Son et al., 2017). The developmental details of the key

variables are discussed below.

Acculturative stress
Acculturation refers to the adaptations made by both groups

and individuals when exposed to different cultures. At the group

level, acculturation leads to socioeconomic shifts (Redfield et al.,

1936), while, at the individual level, it results in behavioral and

value changes (Graves, 1967). Cross-cultural psychologists aim to

connect both these levels, seeking to link individual changes to

the broader cultural context and to understand the variability in

acculturative outcomes (Berry et al., 1986). Within this framework,

acculturative stress describes the range of psychological responses

observed among individuals, expanding the concept of cultural

shock to include both psychological distress and maladaptive

behavior (Williams and Berry, 1991; Berry, 2006). Research

has shown that five key elements influence acculturative stress,

including the mode and phase of acculturation, the larger societal

context, and the characteristics of both acculturating group and

individual (see Berry and Kim, 1988 for a review). In the context

of acculturation, Berry (2006) elucidated four distinct strategies,

Frontiers in Psychology 03 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1301294
http://www.liveinkorea.kr
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Ahn et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1301294

namely assimilation, separation, integration, and marginalization,

and highlighted two fundamental challenges individuals face

during the process of cultural adaptation: maintaining one’s

indigenous cultural identify and achieving a level of integration

with other cultural groups (see Berry, 2006 for a review). Among

these factors, social support may emerge as a key aspect, influencing

the needs of both the group and the individual during the

acculturation process.

A large body of research on multicultural adolescents has

unveiled diverse trajectories of acculturative stress which, instead

of conforming to a single developmental pattern, exhibit a

variety of patterns. For instance, some studies highlight a U-

shaped trajectory, where acculturative stress initially decreases and

then resurges (Phinney et al., 2001). In contrast, other research

outlines a trajectory in which acculturative stress peaks initially

and then diminishes (Tartakovsky, 2007). Another set of findings

suggests a consistent and linear reduction in acculturative stress

over time (Ying, 2005; Bong et al., 2018). These varied results

emphasize the complexities of the cultural adaptation process in

the multicultural adolescent population, highlighting the need for a

subtle understanding of the subject.

Peer relations
Peer relations refer to the acceptance and support individuals

receive from those in similar developmental stages or age groups

through interaction. It represents one of the most significant

social relationships for adolescents, its importance emerging during

adolescence due to a growing need for independence from parents

and the increased time spent with peers during this developmental

stage. Positive peer relations correlate with positive psychological

and societal outcomes for adolescents; for instance, in promoting

positive school adjustment (Wentzel et al., 2014), buffering stress

levels through emotional support from peers, and significantly

influencing adjustment (Pryor-Brown and Cowen, 1989; Conrad

and Hammen, 1993). They are also associated with high self-esteem

(Keefe and Berndt, 1996).

In the context of South Korea, adolescents with multicultural

backgrounds encounter numerous challenges, including

acculturation stress, micro-discrimination, academic problems,

and more (Ministry of Gender Equality and Family, 2021).

Empirical studies focusing on these groups suggest that peer

relations serve a beneficial role for them, such as moderating

the relationship between acculturative stress and depression:

maintaining strong peer relationships promotes positive school

adjustment (Hong and Ahn, 2021). Moreover, support from peers

can moderate the negative effect of acculturative stress on social

withdrawal for those groups (Mo, 2018). In sum, peer relations play

a pivotal role during adolescence (Kim et al., 2012; No et al., 2016;

Son et al., 2017), protecting multicultural students from negative

situations and enhancing their performance, especially within the

school environment. This suggests its potential as a significant

metric in assessing government policies concerning these students.

School adjustment
School adjustment refers to the adoption of positive social

behaviors that lead to both individual development and social

integration. Such behaviors not only ensure harmonious group

interactions but also result in gaining social approval and

acceptance. On an individual level, these behaviors manifest as

achieving personal skills, a sense of autonomy, and emotional and

social wellbeing (Wentzel, 2013). Hence, school adjustment may

be linked to behavioral issues during adolescence, encompassing

relationships with peers and teachers, engagement in learning

activities, and adherence to school values (Bae, 2022). Yet, more

intriguingly, adjustment to school in South Korean educational

environments appears to vary based on the grade level of the

students. The education system in South Korea follows a 6-3-

3 structure within a 12-year framework: 6 years of elementary

school for ages 6–12 (Grades 1–6), 3 years of middle school for

ages 13–15 (Grades 7–9), and 3 years of high school for ages

16–18 (grades 10–12). Predominantly, empirical studies reveal a

discernible decline in school adjustment as students transition

from the latter stages of elementary school to middle school

(Lee and Cho, 2010). This trajectory, interestingly, demonstrates

an inversion with an observed increase in adjustment from

middle school to high school (Kim, 2008; Jwa, 2012; Bae,

2022).

However, students with different backgrounds and at various

school levels experience unique patterns of development in

their school adjustment (Park and Oh, 2014; Lee and Chung,

2016). Lee and Chung (2016), for instance, found that the

school adjustment level decreases as the grade level increases

for children from vulnerable groups. Nevertheless, for children

from multicultural families, there is a decline in average school

life adjustment as they progress from the lower grades of

elementary school to the upper grades and then to middle

school (Park and Oh, 2014). Thus, to encapsulate these

research findings, school adjustment can vary significantly

based on grade level and the background of the students.

Moreover, these findings can serve as crucial indicators for

formulating government policies and assessing their effects

on adolescents.

Hypothesis

Evidence suggests that, during early adolescence and school

transitions, there would be a decrease in changes related to

acculturative stress (Phinney et al., 2001; Ying, 2005; Bong

et al., 2018) and school adjustment (Park and Oh, 2014; Lee

and Chung, 2016). However, there is a prevailing opinion

that peer relations perceived by students from multicultural

families hardly show a certain marked changing pattern

(Kim et al., 2012; No et al., 2016; Son et al., 2017). Thus,

we hypothesized that multicultural students’ perceptions

in acculturative stress and school adjustment would follow

decreasing developmental trajectories over time. With respect

to students’ perception of peer relations, our objective was to

identify its developmental pattern without making a specific

assumption. We also hypothesized that multicultural family

support services would have both immediate and delayed impacts

on the longitudinal changes in acculturative stress, peer relations,

and school adjustment.
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Method

Participants and procedure

We used data from the Multicultural Adolescents Panel Survey

(MAPS) 2011 for this study. MAPS 2011 is an ongoing longitudinal

follow-up study focusing on the multicultural youth and policy

development, and is annually collected by the National Youth

Policy Institute in South Korea. The survey data from MAPS

2011 was designed to start in 2011, with participants who were

4th graders in elementary school (approximately 9–10 years old),

and is projected to end in 2025, when participants will turn

24 years old. The MAPS data is collected using a stratified,

multistage cluster design to obtain a sample representative of

multicultural families, and its questionnaire is administered

in Korean.

In this study, we used only four of the 10 waves of

multicultural data: wave 3, collected in 2013 when the students

were in the sixth grade; wave 4, collected in 2014 when

the students were transitioning to junior high school; wave

5, collected in 2015 when the students were in the eighth

grade; and wave 6, collected in 2016 when most students had

graduated from junior high schools. A total of 1,635 students

participated in the survey in 2013. However, prior to data

analysis, we excluded 192 students who did not respond to

any survey items from 2013 to 2016. Eventually, we included

responses of 1,443 students (706 boys, 737 girls) from various

cities, including rural, suburban, and urban areas, in the

final analysis.

Measure

Utilization of multicultural family support services
The utilization of multicultural family support services was

assessed with a single question from 2013 (Wave 3) to 2016

(Wave 6). Students were asked whether they had experience using

multicultural family support services within a year. The response

was coded dichotomously as 1 for yes and 0 for no.

Acculturative stress
We adopted four items from MAPS (from Wave 4 to Wave 6)

to measure acculturative stress resulting from various sources such

as social, attitudinal, familial, and environmental contexts as well

as perceived discrimination (majority group stereotypes) toward

migrant populations. The four items include, “I feel stressed living

in Korea,” “I do not want to go to school because my parents are

not from Korea,” “I am stressed because I am not good at Korean,”

and “People around me stress me out to act like Koreans.” Each

item was rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at

all) to 4 (very much so). Higher scores indicate stronger agreement

with the statement. The Cronbach alpha coefficients were 0.87,

0.87, and 0.85 for 2014 (wave 4), 2015 (wave 5), and 2016 (wave

6), respectively.

Peer relations
We used two items (i.e., “I fit in well with the peers in my

class”; “The peers in my class respect what I say when playing or

FIGURE 1

Time–concurrent and time–lagged e�ects model. The dashed lines show the delayed e�ect, while the solid lines represent the concurrent e�ect, of

multicultural family support services. MFSS, multicultural family support services; STRSS, acculturative stress; PEER, peer relations; SCHL, school

adjustment.

Frontiers in Psychology 05 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1301294
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Ahn et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1301294

participating in group activities”) fromMAPS (fromwave 4 to wave

6). Each item was rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from

1 (not at all) to 4 (very much so). Higher scores indicate stronger

agreement with the statement. The Cronbach alpha coefficients

were 0.72, 0.68, and 0.68 for 2014 (wave 4), 2015 (wave 5), and 2016

(wave 6), respectively.

School adjustment
We used four items from MAPS (from wave 4 to wave 6) to

measuremotives, attitudes, and practices of students related to their

adjustment to school (e.g., “I enjoy school classes”; “I always do my

school assignments”). Each item was rated on a 4-point Likert-type

scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much so). Higher scores

indicate stronger agreement with the statement. The Cronbach

alpha coefficients were 0.80, 0.80, and 0.79 for 2014 (wave 4), 2015

(wave 5), and 2016 (wave 6), respectively.

Study design and analysis

Time-concurrent and time-lagged models, as well as latent

growth curve models (Duncan et al., 2013), were implemented

using SPSS 23.0 and Amos 23.0. Given the theories being tested (see

Figure 1), the time-concurrent and time-lagged models examine

whether the utilization of multicultural family support service

at an earlier time point (t−1) is predictive of acculturative

stress, peer relations, and school adjustment at a later time

point (t). At the same time, the models examine whether the

utilization of multicultural family support services at a certain

time (t) is predictive of acculturative stress, peer relations, and

school adjustment at the same time point (t). The latent growth

curve model examined the developmental growth trajectories of

acculturative stress, peer relations, and school adjustment over

three time points (waves 4–6).

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table 1 presents the correlations, means, standard deviations,

skewness, and kurtosis for the study variables. The mean scores

of each measured variables at wave 4–6 ranged from 1.21 to 1.26

for acculturative stress, 3.16–3.19 for peer relations, and 2.90–2.92

for school adjustment, respectively. The skewness and kurtosis of

the three variables throughout the three waves remained between

−0.51 and 2.12, and between 0.18 and 4.63, respectively. As their

absolute values were below 3.0 and 10.0, the data were assumed

to follow the normal distribution (Kline, 2010). The bivariate

correlation test among utilization of multicultural family support

services, acculturative stress, peer relations, and school adjustment

revealed significant weak to moderate correlations between the

variables across time (ranged from −0.28 to 0.48, ps < 0.001),

except for the correlations between multicultural family support

services and peer relations.

Model specification

We performed latent growth modeling based on the following

two-step approach (Bollen and Curran, 2006). In the first step,

we tested the unconditional latent growth model (see Figure 1) to

examine intra-individual differences in the developmental growth

trajectories of acculturative stress, peer relations, and school

adjustment across three time points (wave 4–6). In our next

step, we constructed a conditional model to examine the time-

concurrent and time-lagged effects of multicultural family support

services variable on the three dependent variables—acculturative

stress, peer relations, and school adjustment. Model fit was deemed

satisfactory when the comparative fit index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis

index (TLI) values were above 0.90 and the root mean square error

of approximation (RMSEA) was close to 0.06 (Browne and Cudeck,

1992; Hu and Bentler, 1999).

Unconditional latent growth model
We tested the unconditional LGM for our longitudinal

dependent variables based on the model fit indexes and chi-square

differences of default model (no-growth) and the lineal growth

model of each variable. Table 2 shows the fitting indexes and chi-

square differences of each tested models. The fit indexes showed

that the growth model fit the data well for peer relations and

school adjustment. For acculturative stress variable, however, the

fit indexes as well as the chi-square difference test supported the

default model (no growth). As reported in Table 3,1 the initial

level of peer relations was 3.196 (p < 0.001), and it decreased

significantly over the three measurement points (slope = −0.017,

p < 0.05). The variances of intercept (σ 2
= 0.151, p < 0.001) and

slope (σ 2
= 0.021, p < 0.001) were also significant, indicating that

both initial levels and changes of peer relations significantly differed

between individuals. The intercept and slope were significantly

negatively correlated (r =−0.016, p < 0.05), indicating that higher

initial values of peer relations were related to steeper declines across

time. As to school adjustment, at the mean level, the intercept

was found to be significant (p < 0.001) whereas the slope did

not reach the significance level. The variances of intercept (σ 2
=

0.182, p < 0.001) and slope (σ 2
= 0.017, p < 0.001), indicating

that inter-individual initial levels and changes of school adjustment

significantly differed. The correlation between the intercept and

slope was not significant.

Conditional latent growth model:
time-concurrent and time-lagged e�ects

Based on the tests of unconditional LGM, we proceeded to

our next step to examine the conditional latent growth model by

assuming linear growth for peer relations and school adjustment

variables and no significant growth for acculturative stress over

three time points. As presented in Figure 1, our research model

includes the predictive paths from multicultural family support

1 When the growth model of acculturative stress was tested, its variances

of intercept (σ 2
= 0.063, p < 0.001) and slope (σ 2

= 0.010, p < 0.001) were

also found to be significant, indicating that there were significant individual

di�erences in the initial levels and changes of acculturative stress.
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TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlation coe�cients among variables.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1 Multicultural family support services, wave 3 –

2 Multicultural family support services, wave 4 0.15 –

3 Multicultural family support services, wave 5 0.17 0.29 –

4 Multicultural family support services, wave 6 0.15 0.25 0.34 –

5 Acculturative stress, wave 4 −0.06 0.02 0.01 0.00 –

6 Acculturative stress, wave 5 0.01 −0.02 −0.07 −0.04 0.31 –

7 Acculturative stress, wave 6 −0.04 −0.05 −0.06 −0.04 0.29 0.32 –

8 Peer relations, wave 4 0.04 0.04 0.01 0.00 −0.28 −0.21 −0.16 –

9 Peer relations, wave 5 0.04 0.02 0.01 0.03 −0.23 −0.27 −0.24 0.48 –

10 Peer relations, wave 6 −0.00 0.03 0.02 0.05 −0.19 −0.20 −0.26 0.44 0.57 –

11 School adjustment, wave 4 0.04 0.05 0.00 0.00 −0.24 −0.16 −0.16 0.51 0.37 0.34 –

12 School adjustment, wave 5 0.00 0.01 0.06 0.02 −0.14 −0.19 −0.18 0.31 0.48 0.36 0.54 –

13 School adjustment, wave 6 0.02 0.05 0.03 0.09 −0.19 −0.17 −0.19 0.32 0.42 0.51 0.52 0.59 –

M 0.55 0.32 0.31 0.25 1.21 1.26 1.22 3.19 3.19 3.16 2.92 2.90 2.90

SD 0.50 0.47 0.46 0.43 0.40 0.44 0.39 0.55 0.51 0.49 0.56 0.56 0.54

Cronbach’s alpha (α) – – – – 0.87 0.87 0.85 0.72 0.68 0.68 0.80 0.80 0.79

Number of items used in the final analysis 1 1 1 1 4 4 4 2 2 2 4 4 4

Skewness −0.20 0.79 0.82 1.18 2.12 1.97 1.88 −0.51 −0.36 −0.31 −0.04 −0.07 −0.18

Kurtosis −1.96 −1.38 −1.33 −0.62 4.63 4.15 3.77 1.24 0.97 1.28 0.18 0.23 0.69

Correlation coefficients >0.06 in absolute value are significant at the 0.05 level. Multicultural family support services are coded no= 0 and yes= 1. Response scales ranged between 1 and 4 for the acculturative stress, peer relations, and school adjustment.
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services at wave 3–6 respectively to the three dependent variables

at wave 4–6. The results showed satisfactory fits, χ2(43) =

198.780, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.915, RMSEA = 0.05,

indicating that our research model fit the data well. As reported in

Table 4 and Figure 2, multicultural family support services (MFSS)

showed statistically significant delayed and concurrent effects on

acculturative stress. MFSS at wave 3 and 5 negative predicted

acculturative stress at wave 4 (β = −0.07, p < 0.001) and 6 (β =

−0.05, p < 0.05), respectively. MFSS at wave 5 also significantly

negatively predicted acculturative stress at the same time point

(β = −0.05, p < 0.05), indicating that more multicultural family

support services experienced by individuals tended to be related to

lower levels of acculturative stress at the same and/or later time

points. While the delayed effects of MFSS on school adjustment

only reached marginally significant statistical level from MFSS at

wave 3 (p= 0.056), its concurrent effects of wave 5 and 6were found

to be significant (βs= 0.10, ps< 0.001). That is, more multicultural

family support services experienced by individuals tended to be

related to the higher levels of school adjustment at the same time

points. Neither delayed nor concurrent effects of MFSS on peer

relations reached statistically significant levels.

Discussion

This study investigated the longitudinal trajectories of

acculturative stress, peer relations, and school adjustment

among adolescents (from 6th to 9th graders) with multicultural

TABLE 2 Fitting indexes of unconditional latent growth model of each

variable.

Model 1χ2

(1df)
CFI TLI RMSEA

Acculturative stress

Default model 6.387 (3) 0.956 0.933 0.050

Growth model 0.966 0.797 0.087

Peer relations

Default model 17.736∗∗∗

(3)

0.983 0.974 0.053

Growth model 0.999 0.991 0.031

School adjustment

Default model 9.638∗ (3) 0.995 0.992 0.032

Growth model 1.000 1.003 0.000

∗p < 0.05.
∗∗∗p < 0.001.

backgrounds in South Korea. The findings revealed that peer

relations and school adjustment perceived by adolescents

demonstrated linear changes declining across 3-year time

points while the trajectories of acculturative stress exhibited no

significant changes during the same period. The non-significant

developmental changes in acculturative stress are seen linked

to the floor effects resulting from its low mean level. However,

considering that the initial level and developmental trajectories of

acculturative stress also significantly differed between individuals,

it deserves our attention to find major influencing factors of

acculturative stress as well as peer relations and school adjustment.

We focused on examining the effects of the utilization of

multicultural family support services (MFSS) on acculturative

stress, peer relations, and school adjustment. Particularly, our

focus was on how MFSS provided at an earlier time point predict

adolescents’ perceptions of acculturative stress, peer relations, and

school adjustment, both at the same time point and later. The

findings partially support the time-concurrent and time-lagged

effects of MFSS on the dependent variables. First, using MFSS in

wave 3 and 4 (5th and 6th Grade) significantly reduced the levels

of acculturative stress in the subsequent year (6th and 7th Grade).

Using the support services in wave 5 (7th Grade) also significantly

reduced acculturative stress at the same time point. Similarly, the

utilization of MFSS in wave 5 and 6 (7th and 8th Grade) showed

positive predictions to school adjustment in those respective time

points. As to peer relations, however, there were no concurrent or

delayed influences across any time points.

School adjustment perceived by adolescents with multicultural

backgrounds showed a decreasing pattern over time in the current

study, but the change was not large enough to reach statistical

significance. These results are consistent with previous findings

reporting temporal stability of school adjustment perceived by

adolescents from multicultural families (e.g., Kim and Jung, 2020;

Song and Shin, 2020). In addition, contrary to previous research, we

found that acculturative stress did not show developmental change

over time, even though students exhibited significant differences

in their initial levels (intercepts). These findings may suggest

that the acculturative stress perceived by multicultural students

may be buffered by both the concurrent and delayed impacts of

MFSS. However, more importantly, even though the concurrent

and delayed impacts of MFSS on acculturative stress are evident

at a few time points, they do not significantly influence the

developmental trajectories of school adjustment and acculturative

stress across all time points. Furthermore, when considering the

influence of MFSS over time, it becomes evident that school

adjustment is primarily linked with MFSS during Grades 8

and 9, while acculturative stress experienced by multicultural

TABLE 3 Estimated parameters of each latent growth model.

Model Mean Variance ICorrS

Intercept Slope Intercept Slope

Acculturative stress 1.228∗∗∗ – 0.051∗∗∗ – –

Peer relations 3.196∗∗∗ −0.017∗ 0.151∗∗∗ 0.021∗∗∗ −0.016∗

School adjustment 2.918∗∗∗ −0.010 0.182∗∗∗ 0.017∗∗∗ −0.013

∗p < 0.05.
∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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TABLE 4 Estimates for time–concurrent and time–lagged e�ects of multicultural family support services on acculturative stress, peer relations, and

school adjustment.

Paths B β SE p-value

Delayed e�ects

MFSS, wave 3→ acculturative stress, wave 4 −0.069 −0.086 0.016 <0.001

MFSS, wave 3→ peer relations, wave 4 0.029 0.026 0.023 0.214

MFSS, wave 3→ school adjustment, wave 4 0.043 0.038 0.023 0.056

MFSS, wave 4→ acculturative stress, wave 5 0.031 0.033 0.024 0.188

MFSS, wave 4→ Peer relations, wave 5 0.017 0.016 0.024 0.482

MFSS, wave 4→ school adjustment, wave 5 −0.034 −0.028 0.026 0.200

MFSS, wave 5→ acculturative stress, wave 6 −0.049 −0.057 0.022 0.028

MFSS, wave 5→ peer relations, wave 6 0.017 0.016 0.027 0.535

MFSS, wave 5→ school adjustment, wave 6 0.010 0.008 0.029 0.731

Concurrent e�ects

MFSS, wave 4→ acculturative stress, wave 4 0.021 0.024 0.021 0.326

MFSS, wave 4→ peer relations, wave 4 0.021 0.018 0.029 0.460

MFSS, wave 4→ school adjustment, wave 4 0.034 0.028 0.028 0.231

MFSS, wave 5→ acculturative stress, wave 5 −0.052 −0.055 0.024 0.032

MFSS, wave 5→ peer relations, wave 5 0.038 0.035 0.025 0.129

MFSS, wave 5→ school adjustment, wave 5 0.097 0.080 0.027 <0.001

MFSS, wave 6→ acculturative stress, wave 6 −0.016 −0.017 0.024 0.501

MFSS, wave 6→ peer relations, wave 6 0.038 0.033 0.026 0.148

MFSS, wave 6→ school adjustment, wave 6 0.100 0.081 0.027 <0.001

MFSS, multicultural family support services.

students is most profoundly impacted by MFSS during their

transition from elementary to middle school, specifically in Grade

7. Therefore, future research should pay more attention to the

developmental trajectories of school support and acculturative

stress in multicultural students and further investigate the factors

influencing their developmental changes. Moreover, there is a

need for a meticulous examination of the effects of MFSS

during these students’ pivotal transition in Grades 7 and 9,

as well as the types of programs they opt for. Furthermore,

given the intermittent impact of MFSS across time, it suggests

that policy makers should develop tailored programs based

on students’ environments and grade levels, complemented by

needs assessments.

Moreover, we found that peer relations among adolescents

from multicultural backgrounds decrease from late elementary

school through 9th Grade. This is in contrast to findings from

previous research highlighting temporal stability of peer relations

(Kim et al., 2012; No et al., 2016; Son et al., 2017). In other words,

the current findings show that adolescents feel less supported

and accepted by their peers as the grade level increases. These

results can be understood in the context of Korean society

and the significance of peer relations might be heightened due

to communication difficulties between parents of multicultural

families and their children caused by language barriers (Oh,

2015). In fact, many multicultural families communicate in Korean

rather than the native language of the foreign parent, and only

27.3% of multicultural students reported having the motivation

to master their foreign parent’s native language (Ministry of

Gender Equality and Family, 2021). In contrast to the elevated

need for support from their peers, however, adolescents with

multicultural backgrounds in South Korea exhibited a trajectory of

gradual social withdrawal (Jung and Lee, 2021), implying that they

might experience more difficulties in interpersonal relationships.

Further research is needed to investigate the factors influencing

multicultural students’ peer relations and to develop effective

intervention programs to promote such relations.

Furthermore, the effects of MFSS on peer relations were found

to be nonsignificant in the current study. As such, the fact that

the existing MFSS did not play a meaningful role in buffering the

decreases in peer relations requires attention. Indeed, much effort

has been expended to help integrate multicultural families into

the Korean society by providing them with MFSS following the

Multicultural Families Support Act in 2012 and 2016 (Ministry

of Government Legislation, 2016). However, numerous studies

have demonstrated concerns about the effects of MFSS (Hwang,

2016). Specifically, findings have shown that the current MFSS do

not fully reflect the differences among diverse ethnic groups. For

example, in research to examine the effects ofMFSS on participants’

life satisfaction, utilizing the service had positive effects only

for Chinese among immigrants with various ethnic backgrounds,
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FIGURE 2

Estimates for time–concurrent and time–lagged e�ects of multicultural family support services on acculturative stress, peer relations, and school

adjustment. Only statistically significant predicted paths for both delayed and concurrent e�ects are indicated at p < 0.05. The dashed lines show the

delayed e�ect, while the solid lines represent the concurrent e�ect, of multicultural family support services. Coe�cients of variance and error

variances have been omitted to maintain graphical clarity. MFSS, multicultural family support services; STRSS, acculturative stress; PEER, peer

relations; SCHL, school adjustment.

such as Filipinos, Vietnamese, and Korean Chinese (Sung et al.,

2013). Similarly, while the current MFSS programs have centered

on integrating the immigrants, particularly wives, into society,

there needs to be a variety programs designed to support various

members of multicultural families and of various age groups,

such as second and third generations (Kang, 2012). The current

programs for children and adolescents are confined to help Korean

language acquisition and academic improvement with only a few

revolving around school adjustment and prevention of alienation.

Considering the diversity of the characteristics of multicultural

families and the issues that members from multicultural families

have, MFSS should include diverse programs that deal with specific

and authentic solutions. Systematic program changes are also

needed as the focal issues of multicultural families change over time

depending on the extent to which they are integrated into society.

While this research enhances our understanding of the

dynamic patterns of acculturative stress, peer relations, and school

adjustment among adolescents with multicultural backgrounds,

it does come with several limitations. For instance, the current

findings are based on the characteristics of multicultural students

living in South Korea. Additionally, this study focused solely

on the responses of MFSS participants to determine the impact

on the diverse patterns of multicultural adolescent development.

To further our knowledge of how government programs can

support multicultural adolescent development, future research

should consider the following two-track investigations. First, it is

necessary to explore the roles of various individual and contextual

assets; for example, significant individual differences exist in the

extent of changes in acculturative stress, peer relations, and school

adjustment over time. By identifying which assets positively impact

adolescent development and understanding their effects on the

programs, we can better determine where to focus and how to

tailor programs for multicultural adolescents. As such, future

longitudinal studies should factor in both personal and contextual

assets to comprehensively analyze the diverse developmental

trajectories of multicultural adolescents. Second, while so doing, we

should examine whether specific programs or support mechanisms

of MFSS play a role in the development of multicultural students

in South Korea. For example, Lee and Lee (2013) examined the

effectiveness of the program designed to improve peer relations of

children from multicultural families and demonstrated that it had

positive effects on the number of friends and the perceptions of

persistency of the peer relations.

Despite these challenges, there are several important

implications to consider. First, developing meaningful

relationships with peers is crucial for students with multicultural

backgrounds in order to adjust to Korean society. Teachers and

practitioners should recognize the significance of peer interactions

when creating or implementing programs for these students.

Additionally, since government programs like MFSS have limited

long-term sustainability in terms of their impact on acculturative

stress, peer relations, and school adjustments, practitioners

and policy makers must take these results into account when

formulating prevention strategies. Lastly, prevailing perceptions
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of developmental trajectories among multicultural adolescents

should be reevaluated to design more nuanced and effective school

programs. Our research aims to enhance our understanding and

promotion of the varied patterns of change and program effects

that typify multicultural adolescents.
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