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Purpose: This study assessed the levels of parenting efficacy, parenting stress, and accul-
turation stress of North Korean refugee mothers and analyzed their effects on parent-child 
relations. Methods: A descriptive study design was used. Data were collected during 2019, 
and 124 North Korean refugee mothers participated. Results: The mean score for paren-
ting efficacy was 53.08 out of 90, that for parent-child relations was 37.84 out of 50, and 
that for parenting stress was 48.57 out of 90. The parental stress score was higher than 
that of child-related stress. The acculturation stress level was 90.66 out of 165, with the 
highest stress levels found for social isolation and distrust and the lowest found for 
perceived discrimination. Parenting efficacy, parenting stress, acculturation stress, and 
parent-child relations were significantly related in North Korean refugee mothers. Hie-
rarchical regression analysis showed that the final model had an explanatory power of 
35% for parent-child relations (F=17.68, p<.001). Parenting efficacy was the variable with 
the largest effect on parent-child relations (β=.36, p<.001), followed by parenting stress 
(β=-.24, p=.010). Conclusion: The findings suggest the need to identify ways to decrease 
parenting stress and improve parenting efficacy. Parenting education can guide North 
Korean refugee mothers to strengthen their parent-child interactions. 

Corresponding author
In-Sook Lee 
Department of Nursing, Hannam 
University, 70, Hannamro, Daedoek-gu, 
Daejon 34430, Korea
TEL: +82-42-629-8472
FAX: +82-42-629-8472
E-MAIL: is2009@hnu.ac.kr

Received Feb 11, 2021  
Revised Mar 12, 2021  
Accepted Mar 23, 2021

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms 
of the Creative Commons Attribution NonCommercial
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) 
which permits unrestricted noncommercial use, distribution, 
and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is 
properly cited.

Key words: Parenting; Acculturation; Parent-child relations; Democratic People's Republic 
of Korea; Mothers

INTRO D U CTIO N

In recent years, crimes against humanity-including vio-
lence against and abuse of children-have become an increas-
ingly important social issue, and proper parenting education 
is becoming increasingly necessary due to the behaviors and 
attitudes of parents who are unable to distinguish between vi-
olence and discipline and believe that children are their pos-
sessions [1]. It is important to establish a desirable parental 
view on social issues such as child abuse that are frequently 
reported by the media. There are 33,718 North Korean refu-
gees in South Korea as of the end of September 2020; as shown 
by this significant number, their presence has increased to the 
point that they constitute an important group in South Korean 
society [2]. As of 2016, 44% of North Korean refugees admit-
ted to South Korea were families, and as of 2019, 2,531 were 
students enrolled in elementary, middle, and high schools [3]. 
With the rise in the number of North Korean refugees, prob-
lems related to their adaptation to South Korean society have 

also increased. North Korean refugee families experience psy-
chological and economic burdens related to their family mem-
bers left behind in North Korea, a lack of understanding and 
low intimacy in parent-child relations, economic difficulties 
and unstable jobs, stress in adapting to their life in South 
Korea, and traumas from their journey of defection [4]. In par-
ticular, the rise in the number of North Korean family refu-
gees has increased the social interest in the nurturing and de-
velopment of children [1,4,5].

Parents are the closest personal environment that children 
encounter immediately after birth and significantly influence 
children's intellectual, emotional, social, and physical devel-
opment [6]. The role of parents is also important for the holis-
tic growth and development of children during infancy and 
childhood, during which children are relatively strongly in-
fluenced by their parents, and individual differences in devel-
opment are observed [7].

In general, North Korean refugee mothers are likely to 
have experienced numerous difficulties in North Korea, and 
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they learn to adapt to and nurture their children in a different 
culture after their defection. Furthermore, most of them have 
serious physical and mental injuries from their repressed lives 
in the closed society of North Korea and hardships during de-
fection [5]. Sigel et al. [8] reported that a lack of self-adapta-
tion, prior knowledge, and preparation in mothers may lead 
to increased psycho-emotional stress associated with parent-
ing, which further increases the difficulties faced by mothers. 
The accumulation of parenting stress can also negatively af-
fect parents. Parenting stress refers to stress from carrying 
out a parental role, and this ultimately has both direct and in-
direct effects on children's growth and development, behav-
ioral problems, and the parent-child relationship [9]. In par-
ticular, low-income families show a relatively high level of 
parenting stress due to insufficient social support and their 
low economic level, and as economic stress increases, chil-
dren are also more likely to be exposed to negative and poor 
parenting conditions [10]. Therefore, considering the eco-
nomic level of vulnerable North Korean refugee families [1], 
the parenting stress levels of North Korean refugees may be 
high.

Moreover, the migration and settlement processes are re-
plete with adverse experiences such as injuries, violence, and 
loss of family members, and settling in a new environment is a 
grave challenge that entails homesickness, loneliness, lack of a 
support system, stigma, and unemployment. These trigger ac-
culturative stress, thereby exacerbating refugees' mental health 
and aggravating poverty and social isolation [11]. North Ko-
rean refugee mothers, who have endured restricted lives in a 
closed society in North Korea and have undergone numerous 
adversities during their escape process, are subject to further 
hardships and burdens as they migrate to South Korea, where 
they must adjust to a new environment and raise their chil-
dren in a different culture.

Meanwhile, parenting efficacy enables effective coping with 
stressful situations in parenting, and it refers to parents' level 
of confidence and belief that they can confidently play a suc-
cessful parental role based on their parenting knowledge and 
behavior [12]. This construct has received considerable atten-
tion from researchers investigating parent-child relations, in 
that it motivates parents to successfully resolve difficulties re-
lated to their children [8]. High parenting efficacy is positively 
correlated with positive parenting behaviors and allows in-
dividuals to face children's developmental stages with confi-
dence. In contrast, low parenting efficacy induces conflict 
within the family and increases vulnerability to stress and de-
pression [13].

The mental health and parenting efficacy of refugee parents 
are also correlated with the health, education, employment, 
and crime rates of their children [14]. Children of North Kore-

an refugee families are often raised in the absence of parental 
care and academic support, unlike ordinary South Korean 
children, and they face issues such as emotional difficulties, 
poor academic performance, problems in adapting to the 
school environment, dropping out, and conflict with their 
parents [15].

In particular, parent-child conflict can result in a form of 
trauma involving the absence of one's will, caused by mothers 
who dismantle and reorganize the family during defection 
[16], and conflict can occur between North Korean refugee pa-
rents, who value patriarchal authority as in North Korean so-
ciety, and their children, who quickly adapt to South Korean 
culture [17]. Thus, the differences in parenting methods may 
lead to conflict between parents and children and difficulties 
in forming stable parent-child relations. Previous studies 
have demonstrated the importance of parent-child relations 
for children's psychological stability and development [18]. 
Intimate parent-child relations and high satisfaction with pa-
rent-child relations may play a protective role in overcoming 
the negative aspects experienced by multi-ethnic and mul-
ti-racial families [18]. Therefore, parent-child relations may 
play an important role in enabling the children of North 
Korean refugee families to adapt to school and society and to 
have increased emotional stability. However, there is a lack of 
studies on the effects of parent-child relations, especially 
mother-child relations, and factors that affect these relations 
among North Korean refugees. 

Parent education programs that suit the characteristics of 
North Korean refugees have not been developed owing to the 
limited accessibility of the subjects, and research studies by 
only a few groups have analyzed the parenting experiences 
and characteristics of North Korean refugee parents, the ef-
fects of parenting behavior on children, and the demand for 
child education support [1,4,5,15]. Furthermore, limited stud-
ies have identified the predictors of parent-child relations or 
conducted programs aiming to improve those relations. There-
fore, this study assessed the levels of parenting efficacy, pa-
renting stress, and acculturation stress of North Korean refu-
gee mothers and analyzed their effects on parent-child rela-
tions in order to present basic data for the development of 
support programs that consider the unique characteristics of 
refugee families.

METHODS

Ethics statement: This study was approved by the Institutio-
nal Review Board of Hannam University (No. 2019-02-11- 
0918). Informed consent was obtained from the participants.
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1. Study Design

This was a descriptive research study conducted to eval-
uate parenting efficacy, parenting stress, and acculturation 
stress of North Korean refugee mothers and analyze the ef-
fects of these factors on parent-child relations. 

2. Subjects

The subjects of this study were North Korean refugees with 
children under the age of 20 years who were registered from 
January 2019 to December 2019 at Saejowi, a nonprofit organ-
ization in South Korea that assists North Korean refugee reset-
tlement by providing medical assistance, counseling, training, 
and employment services, and local North Korean refugee 
counseling centers. The number of subjects was calculated us-
ing G*Power 3.1.7, and the required number of subjects for re-
gression analysis with an effect size of .15, a power of .80, a sig-
nificance level of .05, and six predictive factors was 98. Con-
sidering a dropout rate of roughly 20%, 118 subjects were 
required. In this study, 138 mothers who were able to commu-
nicate, understood the purpose and methods of this study, 
and agreed to participate in the study were included, and data 
from 124 mothers were secured, excluding eight subjects 
whose responses were below the expected quality.

3. Study Tools

1) Parenting efficacy
Parenting efficacy, also referred to as parental efficacy, was 

assessed using the Parenting Sense of Competence scale for 
parents with children under 18 years of age, which was origi-
nally developed by Gibaud-Wallston and Wandersman [19] 
and adapted and revised by Shin and Chung [12]. The tool 
consists of 16 items on parenting efficacy and anxiety; the 
items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items with negative 
statements are modified to positive statements and reverse- 
scored, and a higher score indicates higher perceived parent-
ing efficacy. In the study by Shin and Chung [12] and our 
study, the Cronbach's ⍺ values for all items were .78 and .77, 
respectively.

2) Parenting stress
The Parenting Stress Index was utilized by modifying the 

tool developed by Kim [20]. The contents of the tool were 
modified using language that North Korean refugees could 
understand by consulting two nursing professors, one psy-
chiatrist, and a nurse at Hanawon, which is a South Korean 
settlement support center for the re-education of North Kore-

an refugees. The tool measures the overall stress that can oc-
cur between parents and children and consists of 18 items, in-
cluding 8 and 10 items on parents and children, respectively. 
The items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items with negative 
statements are modified to positive statements and reverse- 
scored, and a higher score indicates higher parenting stress. 
At the time of development, the Cronbach's ⍺ values were 
.89, .85, and .88, for the entire tool, the items on parents, and 
the items on children, respectively [20]. In our study, these 
values were .75, .60, and .74, respectively.

3) Acculturation stress
The Acculturative Stress Scale for international students, 

which was developed by Sandhu and Asrabadi [21] and re-
vised and supplemented by Lee [22] for a total of 33 questions, 
was reorganized into language that considered the character-
istics of the target subjects. North Korea-related teachers in 
Hanawon and North Korean refugees were consulted for fur-
ther modification. The tool consists of seven sub-domains 
with six, four, five, three, four, two, and nine items on per-
ceived discrimination, nostalgia, perceived hostility, culture 
shock, fear, guilt, and other problems related to social iso-
lation, inferiority, distrust, and communication, respectively. 
The items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items with negative statements 
that could cause confusion in the subjects were modified to 
positive statements and reverse-scored. A higher score in-
dicated higher acculturation stress. Cronbach's ⍺ at the time 
of scale development was .94 [21]. In this study, it was .85.

4) Parent-child relations
Parent-child relations were assessed using the tool devel-

oped by Kim [23]. The tool consists of 10 items in total. The 
items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (s-
trongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), and a higher score cor-
responds to more positive parent-child relations. At the time 
of development, Cronbach's ⍺ was .87 [23], and in our study, 
it was .88.

4. Data Collection Method and Procedure

After obtaining approval from the Institutional Review 
Board of Hannam University (No. 2019-02-11-0918), permis-
sion was obtained from the representative of Saejowi to re-
cruit North Korean refugee mothers with children through 
the cooperation of local counselors. The survey was con-
ducted by a research assistant who explained the purpose and 
content of this study in a way that was easy for the subjects to 
understand. Additionally, the subjects were explained that 
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this was an anonymous survey with no possible leakage of 
personal information or threat to personal safety and that par-
ticipation was voluntary without any negative effects. The 
subjects were also informed that they could withdraw from 
the study at any time before, during, or after the study with-
out any disadvantages. We explained that all information 
would be coded and safely processed only for the purpose of 
this study, and those who voluntarily agreed to participate in 
the study were selected. A self-report questionnaire was then 
completed by the subjects after they provided written consent 
for participation. Approximately 15-20 minutes were re-
quired to complete the questionnaire, and a small gift was giv-
en after questionnaire completion as a token of gratitude for 
participation.

5. Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using SPSS version 21.0
(IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). The general characteristics of 
the subjects were presented as real numbers and percentages, 
and general characteristics, parenting efficacy, parenting stress, 
acculturation stress, and parent-child relations were presented 
as percentage, mean, and standard deviation (SD). Differences 
in parenting efficacy, parenting stress, acculturation stress, and 
parent-child relations according to general characteristics were 
analyzed using the t-test and analysis of variance (ANOVA). 
The correlations between the variables were analyzed using 
Pearson correlation coefficients, and factors that affected pa-
rent-child relations were analyzed using hierarchical multiple 
regression.

RESULTS

1. General Characteristics of Subjects and Differences 

in Variables According to General Characteristics

More than 70% of the subjects were in their 30s and 40s. Of 
these, 64.6% had defected alone to South Korea, and 19.4% 
and 45.2% were married in North Korea or China and in a 
third country, respectively. Three-quarters (75.0%) of the sub-
jects had a middle and high school education. Regarding the 
number of children, 54.0%, 39.5%, and 6.5% of the subjects 
had one, two, and three children, respectively. Prior to their 
defection, 38.8% of the subjects were laborers. Slightly more 
than half (54.0%) of the subjects had been living in South 
Korea for 4-6 months. Parenting efficacy, parenting stress, ac-
culturation stress, and parent-child relations were not sig-
nificantly different according to the general characteristics of 
the subjects (Table 1).

2. Parenting Efficacy, Parenting Stress, and Parent-Child 

Relations

The mean score for parenting efficacy of the subjects was 
53.08±6.83 out of 90 points (3.32±0.43 on a 5-point scale), and 
the score for parenting stress was 48.57±7.39 out of 90 points 
(2.70±0.41 points on a 5-point scale). In detail, the scores of 
items on parental stress and child-related stress were 23.73± 

4.05 points (2.97±0.51 points on a 5-point scale) and 24.85± 

4.77 points (2.49±0.48 points on a 5-point scale), respectively, 
suggesting that parental stress was higher than child-related 
stress. Parent-child relations showed a mean score of 37.84± 

85.90 out of 50 points (3.78±0.59 on a 5-point scale) (Table 2).

3. Acculturation Stress

A mean score of 2.75±0.42 out of 5 points was observed for 
acculturation stress. For its sub-domains, other problems re-
lated to social isolation, inferiority, distrust, and communica-
tion had the highest score with 2.98±0.47 points, followed by 
guilt with 2.88±0.83 points, which was higher than the total 
mean score. The sub-domain with the lowest score was per-
ceived discrimination, with 2.32±0.59 points (Table 2).

4. Correlations between Parenting Efficacy, Parenting 

Stress, Acculturation Stress, and Parent-Child Relations

Parenting efficacy was negatively correlated with parent-
ing stress (r=-.54, p<.001) and acculturation stress (r=-.43, p< 
.001) and positively correlated with parent-child relations (r= 
.53, p<.001). In other words, higher parenting efficacy was as-
sociated with more positive parent-child relations, while lower 
parenting efficacy was associated with higher stress. Parent- 
child relations showed a negative correlation with parenting 
stress (r=-.49, p<.001) and acculturation stress (r=-.39, p<.001), 
meaning that more positive parent-child relations were asso-
ciated with lower parenting stress and acculturation stress. 
Additionally, parenting stress was positively correlated with 
acculturation stress (r=.48, p<.001), indicating that higher 
levels of acculturation stress were associated with higher pa-
renting stress (Table 3). 

5. Factors Affecting Parent-Child Relations

Hierarchical regression analysis was performed by input-
ting acculturation stress, parenting stress, and parenting effi-
cacy at each stage to identify factors that affected parent-child 
relations. Moreover, the education level of the subjects, which 
was observed as a meaningful variable in previous studies 
[1,24] and needs to be considered for the development of edu-
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Table 1. General Characteristics and the Degree of Parenting Efficacy, Parenting Stress, Acculturation Stress, and Parent-Child 
Relations (N=124)

Variables Categories
n (%) or
M±SD

Parenting efficacy Parenting stress Acculturation stress
Parent-child 

relations

M±SD F (p) M±SD F (p) M±SD F (p) M±SD F (p)

Age (year) ≤29
30-39
40-49
≥50

14
56
31
23

(11.3)
(45.2)
(25.0)
(18.5)

54.43±5.15
53.05±7.81
52.84±5.83
52.65±6.68

0.22
(.882)

48.64±6.27
48.21±8.19
48.19±7.33
49.91±6.22

0.32
(.812)

90.00±130.21
87.68±12.60
92.68±15.23
95.61±14.10

2.14
(.099)

39.36±4.50
38.21±6.74
37.13±5.37
36.96±5.10

0.70
(.553)

36.7±9.1

Spouse status With spouse from North Korea 
Defection alone without spouse
Defection alone without spouse, 

married in a third country
Cohabitation

5
24
56

39

(4.0)
(19.4)
(45.2)

(31.4)

57.20±9.42
53.13±6.05
53.27±5.93

52.27±8.10

0.81
(.492)

48.40±4.72
49.67±5.70
48.23±9.07

48.41±5.89

0.22
(.884)

90.20±10.52
90.42±14.19
90.55±15.61

91.03±11.51

0.01
(.998)

36.00±5.79
37.42±4.60
38.39±5.37

37.54±6.97

0.40
(.756)

Education 
level

Elementary school graduation
Middle-high school graduation
≥College graduation

10
93
21

(8.1)
(75.0)
(16.9)

50.30±5.87
53.05±6.80
54.52±7.25

1.31
(.275)

52.80±7.47
47.82±7.42
49.90±6.62

2.52
(.084)

96.60±16.35
90.29±13.74
89.48±12.94

1.03
(.359)

38.20±5.88
38.04±5.85
36.76±6.28

0.42
(.657)

Number of 
children

1
2
≥3

67
49
8

(54.0)
(39.5)
(6.5)

52.94±7.05
53.49±6.69
51.75±6.30

0.25
(.778)

48.90±7.23
48.00±7.80
48.38±6.67

0.26
(.775)

89.63±13.67
90.78±14.22
98.63±11.39

1.53
(.221)

37.91±5.98
37.94±5.79
36.63±6.48

0.18
(.836)

Occupation 
before 
defection*

Unemployed
Farmer 
Laborer
Professional or soldier or student 
Self-employment or other 

23
16
48
14
23

(18.5)
(12.9)
(38.8)
(11.3)
(18.5)

54.30±6.47
51.88±6.27
51.60±7.32
55.86±5.93
54.09±6.57

1.61
(.177)

48.57±5.03
48.50±6.39
49.29±7.95
43.36±11.10
50.30±4.76

2.26
(.275)

90.52±11.93
94.25±11.44
92.52±15.35
82.71±15.39
89.26±11.62

1.74
(.145)

37.57±6.58
37.25±5.94
37.08±6.08
41.57±5.64
37.83±4.34

1.69
(.157)

Occupation 
before 
defection† 

Unemployed
Farmer 
Professional or soldier or student 
Self-employment or other 

27
35
18
44

(21.8)
(28.2)
(14.5)
(35.5)

50.96±6.22
53.17±6.92
53.22±6.55
54.25±7.13

1.31
(.274)

49.67±9.21
47.97±6.64
49.00±5.56
48.57±7.53

0.33
(.807)

93.22±15.09
91.91±14.44
89.83±14.13
88.43±12.45

0.80
(.494)

37.52±5.99
38.97±5.22
36.72±5.68
37.59±6.46

0.69
(.558)

Period 
post-arrival in 
South Korea
(month)

≤3
4-6
7-12
≥13

31
67
20
6

(25.0)
(54.1)
(16.1)
(4.8)

53.26±7.14
53.40±5.85
53.30±8.75
47.83±7.88

1.25
(.294)

48.00±6.13
48.73±7.72
46.90±7.16
55.33±8.24

2.15
(.098)

90.84±12.37
90.66±14.59
90.75±12.04
89.50±20.58

0.02
(.997)

38.42±4.75
37.99±5.85
36.70±6.95
37.00±8.72

0.40
(.755)

*North Korea; †China or third country.

Table 2. Parenting Efficacy, Parenting Stress, Parent-Child Relations, and Acculturation Stress (N=124)

Variables Categories M±SD Range
M±SD 

(5 points)

Parenting efficacy 53.08±6.83 38-73 3.32±0.43

Total parenting stress  
Parental stress
Child-related stress

48.57±7.39
23.73±4.05
24.85±4.77

19-65
 8-32
11-38

2.70±0.41
2.97±0.51
2.49±0.48

Parent-child relations  37.84±5.90 21-50 3.78±0.59

Acculturation stress Perceived discrimination
Homesickness
Perceived hostility
Culture shock
Fear
Guilt
Others*
Total score

13.94±3.55
14.39±2.90
11.98±2.85
 7.35±1.88
10.43±2.82
 5.77±1.65
26.81±4.26

 90.66±13.83

 6-23
 5-20
 5-18
 3-11
 5-17
 2-10
13-37

 56-130

2.32±0.59
2.60±0.72
2.40±0.57
2.45±0.63
2.61±0.71
2.88±0.83
2.98±0.47
2.75±0.42

*Social isolation, inferiority, distrust, sorrow, etc.
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Table 3. Correlations between Research Variables (N=124)

Variables
Parenting efficacy Parent-child relations Parenting stress 

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

Parent-child relations .53 (＜.001)

Parenting stress -.54 (＜.001) -.49 (＜.001)

Acculturation stress -.43 (＜.001) -.39 (＜.001) .48 (＜.001)

Table 4. Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Variables Influencing Parent-Child Relations (N=124)

Variables
Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

B SE β t   p B SE β t   p B SE β t   p

Educational level -1.36 .99 -.11 1.36 .176 -1.28 .93 -.11 1.38 .171 -1.73 .88 -.15 1.97 .051

Acculturation stress -0.17 .03 -.40 4.82 ＜.001 -0.09 .04 -.21 2.38 .019 -0.06 .04 -.14 1.58 .116

Parenting stress -0.32 .07 -.40 4.49 ＜.001 -0.19 .07 -.24 2.61 .010

Parenting efficacy 0.31 .08  .36 4.07 ＜.001

R2 (∆ R2) / Adj. R2 .17 / .15 .29 (.12) / .27 .37 (.09) / .35

F (p) 11.98 (＜.001) 15.99 (＜.001) 17.68 (＜.001)

cation programs for North Korean refugees, was input in the 
first stage as well, although it did not have a significant effect 
on parent-child relations. The results of the analysis are shown 
in Table 4.

Autocorrelation (Durbin-Watson statistic=1.99), normality, 
and linearity (normal P-P plot and histogram of residuals), 
and equal variance (scatter plot) of residuals were assessed to 
review the basic assumptions of regression analysis. The toler-
ance limit to confirm the multicollinearity of the errors in this 
model was .63-.99, which was less than 1.0, and the variance 
inflation factor was 1.01-1.59, which did not exceed the stand-
ard value of 10. Therefore, the basic assumptions of regression 
analysis were satisfied.

The first model, in which the education level and accultur-
ation stress of the subjects were included, showed an ex-
planatory power of 15% for parent-child relations, and the 
model was statistically significant (F=11.98, p<.001). In the 
first model with general characteristics, acculturation stress 
had a significant effect on parent-child relations (β=-.40, p< 
.001). The second model, which included parenting stress, had 
an explanatory power of 27% for parent-child relations (∆
R2=.12, F=15.99, p<.001); in this model, parenting stress (β= 
-.40, p<.001) and acculturation stress (β=-.21, p=.019) had ef-
fects on parent-child relations. Lastly, the third model, which 
included parenting efficacy, had an explanatory power of 35% 
for parent-child relations, which was statistically significant 
(∆R2=.09, F=17.68, p<.001). In the final model, the variable 
with the largest effect on parent-child relations was parenting 

efficacy (β=.36, p<.001), followed by parenting stress (β=-.24, 
p=.010).

DISCUSSION

This study assessed the levels of parenting efficacy, parent-
ing stress, and acculturation stress from various adaption 
processes in North Korean refugee mothers, and the effects of 
these factors on parent-child relations were also evaluated to 
provide basic data for parenting education that can promote 
the development and stable settlement of refugee families.

The parenting efficacy of the subjects was 53.08 out of 90 
points, which corresponded to 3.32 points on a 5-point scale. 
The score was lower than the score of 3.60 points in mothers of 
multi-cultural families with adolescent children [25], which 
were assessed using the same tool. Parenting efficacy refers to 
the parent's ability to raise children and level of confidence in 
the parental role [12], and it positively affects the growth and 
development of children and is essential for the psychological 
stability of children [13]. Various experiences in the process of 
defection can negatively affect the social adaptation of North 
Korean refugee mothers through value confusion, post-trau-
matic stress, and psychological pain, which can hinder moth-
ers' parenting. In particular, North Korean refugees have un-
certain beliefs about their roles as parents [4], and our findings 
confirm the need to improve the parenting efficacy of North 
Korean refugee mothers, who are likely to lack confidence in 
parenting. Parenting efficacy has been confirmed to be a de-
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terminant of the quality of parenting [26] and a mediator that 
leads to desirable parenting behaviors in the relationship be-
tween factors that influence parenting behaviors. Thus, it is 
important to devise strategies that enhance parenting efficacy 
among North Korean refugee parents to promote healthy 
parenting.

In our study, the total score for parenting stress was 48.57 
out of 90 points, which was 2.70 points on a 5-point scale. The 
sub-domains of parental stress and child-related stress showed 
scores of 2.97 and 2.49, respectively, suggesting that parental 
stress was higher than child-related. Although the same tool 
was not used for evaluation, our finding is similar to the level 
of parenting stress in married migrant women, which was re-
ported to be 2.73 points [27]. Humans allocate psychological 
resources to endure their own emotional difficulties when 
there is high psychological stress, and this makes it difficult to 
react sensitively to the emotions and desires of children [28]. It 
is thought that the psychological burden of North Korean ref-
ugee mothers is high, as they have to carefully examine the 
emotional states of their children and themselves in compli-
cated and unpredictable situations, including their traumatic 
experiences during defection. Parenting stress can cause side 
effects on efforts to adapt to the responsibilities and roles of 
parents [10], and negative emotions from parents can directly 
affect or be a mediating factor for children's development [14]. 
Active interventions by clinical experts are urgently required 
to help relieve parenting stress, and education support is 
needed to clearly explore stress-inducing factors and ensure 
the healthy development of children and high-quality parent-
ing.

Parent-child relations play an important role in the devel-
opment of children. In this study, a score of 3.78 points on a 
5-point scale was observed for parent-child relations, and al-
though different tools were used for assessment, the score in 
our study was lower than the 4.29 points for parent-child rela-
tions perceived by married migrant women [29]. In a study 
that evaluated parent-child relations, North Korean refugees 
had difficulties in raising and educating their children; how-
ever, the types of difficulties were expressed in different ways. 
In that study, the participants expressed difficulties in prepar-
ing meals for and looking after the health of their children, 
which reflected food shortages in North Korea at the time [13]. 
In contrast, participants in South Korean studies discussed 
the burden of private education expenses and difficulties in 
school study and career guidance for children [13]. Children 
of North Korean refugees are vulnerable to social, psycho-
logical, and cultural developmental problems like their pa-
rents. Improper formation of parent-child attachment, emo-
tional relations, and psychological bonds in the process of set-
tling into a new society would lead to an increased risk of neg-

ative consequences for the growth and development of chil-
dren [29].

In our study, a mean score of 2.75 on a 5-point scale was ob-
served for acculturation stress. For its sub-domains, other 
problems related to social isolation, inferiority, distrust, and 
communication had the highest score at 2.98 points, followed 
by guilt with 2.88 points, and the sub-domain with the lowest 
score was perceived discrimination with 2.32 points. However, 
our score is less than the score of 3.35 points observed in a 
study by Lee et al. [5]. In that study, perceived hostility was 
had the highest score (3.81 points), followed by perceived dis-
crimination, culture shock, and fear, with scores of 3.78, 3.65, 
and 3.63 points, respectively. The sub-domain with the lowest 
score was nostalgia with 2.84 points, which is different from 
the below-average score for that sub-domain observed in our 
study. Compared to the past, the overall level of acculturation 
stress has decreased, and perceptions of hostility and discrim-
ination have also been significantly reduced. However, prob-
lems related to social isolation, inferiority, distrust, and com-
munication were still high, and stress caused by guilt toward 
the family members left in North Korea was high. Thus, refu-
gees may experience conflict within the family in South Ko-
rea, and this may lead to separation of families, which sug-
gests the importance of psychological balance between refu-
gee family members in South Korea and those left behind in 
North Korea.

Similar to the results of a previous study [25], lower parent-
ing efficacy was associated with higher parenting and adap-
tion stress in this study. Additionally, parenting stress was 
positively correlated with adaption stress, suggesting that 
higher acculturation stress was associated with higher parent-
ing stress. Parent-child relations were negatively correlated 
with parenting and adaption stress, indicating more positive 
parent-child relations were associated with lower parenting 
and adaption stress. In other words, parenting efficacy is a de-
terminant of parenting behaviors [11] that enables parents to 
overcome parenting-related stress or difficulties encountered 
in the environment and reduces conflicts with children, ulti-
mately improving parent-child relations. Therefore, hierarchi-
cal regression analysis was performed to confirm the relative 
effects of the variables on the parent-child relations in North 
Korean refugee mothers, and each model was statistically sig-
nificant (p<.001). Model 1, a hierarchical regression analysis 
comprising participants' education level and acculturative 
stress, explained 15% of the variance in parent-child relations. 
Model 2, which additionally included parenting stress, a neg-
ative parenting factor, explained 27% of the variance in pa-
rent-child relations. Finally, model 3, which additionally in-
cluded parenting efficacy, a positive parenting factor, ex-
plained 35% of variance in the parent-child relations, and in 
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the final model, parenting efficacy and parenting stress were 
potential predictors of parent-child relations. Establishing 
correct values and beliefs and overcoming parenting stress 
with a confident attitude would help foster a positive relation-
ship with children. Children's physical and mental health and 
family characteristics, behaviors, and interactions are interre-
lated with each other, and the quality of parent-child relations 
is an essential factor for the healthy life of children [7,8,14]. 
Therefore, it is important to strengthen social support systems 
that help North Korean refugee mothers effectively manage 
parenting stress and enhance their parenting efficacy. Mo-
thers' parenting knowledge can reduce parenting stress [8,12] 
and parenting education programs [11] such as group art the-
rapies [30] also reduce parental stress. Thus, expanding op-
portunities for parenting education to reduce parenting stress 
can also improve parenting behaviors. Further, these parent-
ing education programs should be individualized, taking into 
account the participants' demographic factors such as family 
structure, family function, economic status, sociocultural back-
ground, and parents' education level [20], as well as parenting 
needs.

In particular, effective communication measures such as 
listening and sympathizing for positive interactions with re-
ceptive attitudes toward children and educational support 
to strengthen parenting interaction skills would be necessary 
to form strong parent-child relations. For those who require 
help from clinical experts, strategies to improve interactions 
through individual counseling need to be sought, and family 
counseling programs for the whole family (i.e., not limited to 
mothers), activities for parents and children, and therapeutic 
play activities [30] would be necessary for North Korean refu-
gee mothers to develop effective parenting skills that can pro-
mote positive development of their children and induce high- 
quality interactions to promote affection and trust between 
family members.

This study provides information on the parenting of North 
Korean refugee mothers by showing the influence of parent-
ing efficacy and parenting stress on the relations between 
North Korean refugee mothers and children. As parenting ef-
ficacy, self-esteem, and social acculturation stress of North 
Korean refugee fathers were not assessed, the influence of 
these factors through other parameters could not be evalu-
ated. However, this study is significant in that it is the first to 
present the influence of parenting efficacy and parenting 
stress on the relations between North Korean refugee mothers 
and children. Nonetheless, the results have limited general-
izability, as only the minimal number of subjects required for 
data analysis was included in the study owing to the limited 
accessibility of the target subjects. Thus, it would be necessary 
to include a higher number of subjects in future studies. In ad-

dition, although we did not include factors such as children's 
age and sex in our analysis, future studies should also exam-
ine parenting behaviors and specific parenting difficulties ac-
cording to children's traits, including their personalities or be-
havioral and emotional characteristics, when assessing pa-
renting educational needs. Since many variables affect child- 
rearing among migrant refugees, it is also necessary to com-
pare them with South Korean mothers through qualitative re-
search on their parenting stress and parenting efficacy factors. 
It would also be necessary to develop and verify the effects of 
customized parenting education programs tailored to the 
characteristics of North Korean refugee families.

CONCLUSION

Parenting is one of the difficulties faced by North Korean 
refugee families, who experience physical and psychological 
stress during defection and adaptation in South Korean soci-
ety. In this study, parenting efficacy, parenting stress, accul-
turation stress, and parent-child relations of North Korean 
refugee mothers were significantly related, and parenting effi-
cacy and parenting stress influenced parent-child relations. 
Thus, parenting education interventions that improve parent-
ing efficacy and alleviate parenting stress should be devel-
oped to foster positive parenting behaviors and desirable pa-
rent-child relations, in order to promote healthy parent-child 
interactions. Healthy parenting in North Korean refugee fam-
ilies will promote positive development of the children and 
help families to have a healthy and quality life in South Kore-
an society. We believe that the findings of this study will be 
valuable as baseline data for developing programs that can 
help North Korean refugees and migrant families to settle sta-
bly and raise their children in a new environment.
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