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Abstract

:

In intense academic environments such as in South Korea, students experience extreme levels of academic stress. This stress peaks as students prepare for the college entrance exam in the final year of high school. Stress is associated with a host of negative outcomes, and academic stress is the leading cause of suicidal ideation among youth in South Korea. Research suggests that in high-stress contexts such as this, social capital can improve academic success and mental health, while reducing risky or deviant behaviors. However, this research has predominantly focused on Western contexts. Because of the unique intensity of educational pursuits and intense investment in education by parents, South Korea provides a compelling case for research on the effects of family and school social capital on youth academic stress. Using data from the Korea Youth Panel Survey (N = 2753), we find that particular components of family and school social capital can both reduce and exacerbate academic stress. While measures of closeness and connection to parents reduced academic stress, school social capital had a limited impact on academic stress. Furthermore, there may be a limit to the effectiveness of social capital to help with academic stress before it becomes too much of a good thing.






Keywords:


social capital; school relationships; education in Asia; South Korea












1. Introduction


South Korea’s educational environment is intense, competitive, and a major source of stress for students and families. While South Koreans consistently score in the top five among high-income nations on international educational assessments (OECD 2018a), and more 25–34-year-olds in Korea have a university degree than in any other country (70 percent) (OECD 2018b), this academic competition begins early and is the dominant narrative in the lives of families with children under the age of 18 (Kim and Bang 2017; Choi et al. 2019; Seth 2002; Sorensen 1994). For parents, the burden of providing their children with an edge in the ultra-competitive educational environment is a leading cause of anxiety and financial stress (Statistics Korea 2018; Kim and Bang 2017; Seth 2002; Sorensen 1994). For South Korean children, academic stress is a regular feature of childhood and adolescence, the most common reason for life dissatisfaction, and the leading explanation for youth impulse to commit suicide (Statistics Korea 2018; Choi et al. 2019; Kwak and Ickovics 2019).



A powerful mechanism by which parents can invest in their children’s success and provide advantages in competitive social contexts while reducing anti-social outcomes is through social capital (Coleman 1988; Novak et al. 2018; Dufur et al. 2015; Hoffmann and Dufur 2018; Caridade et al. 2020). Considering the positive effects that social capital has on academic outcomes and the protective effect social capital has against deviant behaviors, examining social capital’s association with academic stress is of interest, especially in high-stress contexts such as in South Korea.



Research examining social capital in general, but social capital used at home and school in particular, has predominantly focused on Western contexts. However, family and school contexts in high-income, non-Western countries vary widely in both intensity and form. Therefore, observing the way family and school social capital affects children in contexts where family and school dynamics differ from the West provides the opportunity to better understand the generalizability of existing social capital research. This also allows us to observe how these mechanisms of parental investment in children, via family and school social capital, work in contexts with historically high family cohesion and more intense and competitive academic experiences.



Using data from the Korea Youth Panel Survey (KYPS), we examine the effects of family and school social capital on academic stress in South Korea, a non-Western country where academic stress and family and school dynamics vary dramatically from Western nations. We find that in South Korea, particular components of family and school social capital can both reduce and exacerbate academic stress in adolescents. This suggests that unlike in Western nations, where social capital generally provides positive support to youth, in South Korea, where there is so much pressure to succeed and so much competition between peers at school, there may be a threshold for the effectiveness of social capital in mitigating academic stress before it becomes too much of a good thing.



1.1. Academic Stress


Stress is associated with a host of negative outcomes. These include physical (Thoits 2010), behavioral (Hoffmann 2016; Glozah and Pevalin 2014), and psychological problems (Grant et al. 2004; McMahon et al. 2003; Ayyash-Abdo 2002; Nelson and Crawford 1990). Among adolescents, stress is often linked to schooling (Hirvonen et al. 2019). School-related stress is commonly associated with difficulty navigating social environments, as well as relationships with peers and teachers (Bowker et al. 2000; Seiffge-Krenke et al. 2009), and associated challenges with school performance (Murberg and Bru 2004; Seiffge-Krenke et al. 2012). The most common causes of stress among high school students are exams and homework (Huan et al. 2008). Cross-nationally, nearly 60% of all 15-year-old students in high-income countries worried about taking tests, while 66% worried about bad grades (OECD 2017).



Despite these insights, past research tends to focus on work-related stress or academic stress in college-aged students, rather than adolescents (Akgun and Ciarrochi 2003; Hystad et al. 2009; Ang and Goh 2006; Hjern et al. 2008). Researchers also tend to examine concepts such as academic stress in Western contexts, despite the heightened importance of academic achievement and the greater intensity of academic pursuits in many non-Western countries.




1.2. Education in South Korea


East-Asian countries, such as South Korea (hereafter Korea), are known for their intense educational systems (Huan et al. 2008; Choi et al. 2019). The focus on the college entrance exam as a key societal sorting mechanism in East-Asian countries has led to an “educational fever” that creates tremendous pressure for student success (Seth 2002; Kim and Bang 2017). To perform better on the college entrance exam and gain admission to Korea’s most prestigious universities, Korean students devote a significant portion of their early lives to studying. Parents in Korea invest heavily in the academic achievement of their children, spending between 15 percent to 30 percent of their family budget on private education (Lartigue 2000; Yang 2017; Hyundai Research Institute 2007). Korean students spend twice as much time studying as their American counterparts, devoting more time after school and on the weekends in private education (Huan et al. 2008; Lee and Larson 1996; Zhou and Kim 2006). Graduating from a high-ranking university is a top priority for Korean families, as it is seen as the best means for obtaining a secure job with high wages in a competitive market, improving social status, and even helping with marriage prospects (Smits and Park 2009).



As a result of this academic investment, Korean students are among the highest performing in the world (OECD 2016). Korea has the highest number of adults between the ages 25 and 34 with a college degree (70%), compared to 50 percent of adults between the ages 25 and 34 with a college degree in the United States (OECD 2019). However, with intense pressure from family, community and society to perform well in school, Korean adolescents are also more likely to report stress and negative emotions regarding education when compared to their Western counterparts (Huan et al. 2008; OECD 2017). In fact, research shows that South Korean youth are particularly unhappy (Broadbent et al. 2017). Since 2007, the leading cause of death among Korean youth is suicide, with academic stress described as the most common explanation for the impulse to commit suicide (Statistics Korea 2018). In high-stress academic environments such as in Korea, what can parents do to protect their children from the deleterious effects of academic stress? Research suggests that one way parents help their children is through social capital.





2. Social Capital


In Coleman’s (1988) seminal work, he argues that resources are created and transmitted through interaction. The benefits, resources, and individual gains that come from these social ties are known as social capital. Parents are often the primary source of social capital for an individual, as they can provide assistance with school, enforce norms for achievement, and share personal information and past experiences (Crosnoe 2008). However, such benefits are contingent on the closeness between parent and child. By investing in the development of their children, parents foster a positive environment and improve the transmission of resources, knowledge and skills, while parents with distant ties to their children impede such transmission (Crosnoe 2008). Social capital is, therefore, not merely being co-resident with or providing basic needs for children; instead, parents build stores of social capital that their children can use through purposeful investment in connections between themselves, their children, and other actors who have an interest in the child’s development.



2.1. Family Social Capital


Family relationships and investments in children that encourage child well-being and enable socialization are referred to as family social capital (Dufur et al. 2015). This is the time and attention parents invest in their children’s development. Children with two parents in a stable relationship benefit from the stability and the social connections of their parents (Parcel and Dufur 2001; Dufur et al. 2015). Having an intact family structure with two married, biological parents is associated with the type of social closure that creates close bonds with parents and creates family social capital (Coleman 1988, 1990). As a result of having access to this form of social capital, children are less likely to engage in deviant or delinquent behavior (Dufur et al. 2015).



Family relations are a primary source of social capital for students. Research on family social capital and educational achievement finds that high levels of family social capital explained student’s high math achievement; home environments characterized by rich social capital increased math achievement (Parcel and Dufur 2001). Factors influencing parents’ ability to build social capital in home environments, such as increased maternal working hours (Coleman 1988) and single-parent households with less access to parental social investments, were linked to lower levels of achievement (Parcel and Dufur 2001). As parents guide their children through the educational system, they reinforce norms and expectations, both important forms of social capital according to Coleman (1988), and use social connections to provide opportunities for further academic advancement and achievement for their children (Crosnoe 2008). Yet without intentional investment in their child’s development or success, the likelihood of a parent’s human capital (skills, knowledge) being transmitted to the child is low (Coleman 1988). The transmission of human capital from parent to child occurs through intentional investment and positive bonding interactions with the child; if built and used, family social capital can have a lasting impact on influencing the norms children internalize about education, the degree to which they share their parents’ educational expectations, and even their educational achievement and attainment (Dufur et al. 2012; Coleman 1990).




2.2. School Social Capital


The family is not the only context where social capital can be acquired. Schools and communities also help individuals access social resources that are beneficial for educational or occupational pursuits, as well as helping to enforce both school and societal norms, beliefs, and behaviors (Coleman 1988). Some examples might include teachers emotionally investing in students, teachers creating social closure by interacting with each other, and school personnel discussing school and personal matters with each other (Dufur et al. 2015). Just as family social capital can help prevent delinquency and improve academic achievement, the interpersonal investments between students and schools also help facilitate positive outcomes (Dufur et al. 2013).



For children and adolescents, relationships with teachers and peers are especially important during their schooling (Bester 2019). School resources are embedded within school social networks (Tsang 2010). Much as parents invest social resources in their children that facilitate the transmission of information, obligations, and norms (Coleman 1988), actors within schools can also invest in or create social resources with youth that lead to the exchange of pro-education and pro-social norms, information about how to succeed in school settings, and expectations for school performance. Therefore, interactions in schools between students and teachers, and the relationships parents and children form with schoolteachers, can create school social capital (Dufur et al. 2015). Student life satisfaction, well-being and risk behavior are directly tied not only to parent-child relationships that make up family social capital, but also to peer relationships and teacher–student relationships created at school (Lau and Li 2011).



Social capital theory has been applied to a variety of adolescent outcomes. Previous research finds that both family and school social capital can help adolescents. These forms of social capital are associated with greater academic achievement (Parcel and Dufur 2001; Crosnoe 2008; Dufur et al. 2013) while reducing delinquency and behavior problems (Dufur et al. 2015; Hoffmann and Dufur 2008). However, even when looking at settings outside of the United States, these studies have largely focused on Western contexts, ignoring the importance of the cultural embeddedness of social capital and how such embeddedness may vary in non-Western contexts (Ream 2005; Han and Grogan-Kaylor 2015).





3. The Korean Context


Examining social capital in non-Western settings can provide unique insights into how social capital manifests under varying conditions, while also allowing us to consider the generalizability of past research that has predominantly focused on Western settings. As we consider how school and family contexts affect academic stress in Korea, it is important that we think about what is different in the family and school contexts in Korea.



Family structure in Korea is more traditional and conservative than in high-income Western contexts. While divorce rates have increased in the past two decades, Korean family structures are still more stable than in Western nations, and Korean children are much more likely to reside in a home with two married parents (Woo et al. 2020). These patterns fit the description of social closure Coleman (1988) describes as characterizing social capital. Family dynamics in Korea are also different than in Western countries. In Korea, parent–child relationships tend to be close, with a mutual reliance on or obligation to one another (Jin 2015), and like many East-Asian nations, parenting style tends to focus on forming interdependence among parents and children (Chao and Tseng 2002). While East-Asian parental parenting styles tend to be more authoritarian, strict or controlling parenting may be interpreted positively as parental concern and care in the Asian context (Ang and Goh 2006). These distinct parenting styles may indicate additional opportunities to build family social capital that are less available in Western contexts. While the Korean family context is often explained through the historical and cultural lens of Confucianism, Korea is changing rapidly and such family dynamics may be in flux.



Finally, the Korean school context also differs from schooling in Western nations. Korean education is also influenced by Confucianism, which is reflected in the more hierarchical educational environment (Shin and Koh 2007). Teacher and student relationships are less egalitarian and teacher authority is less challenged than in the West (Shin and Koh 2007). This may indicate fewer opportunities for students to build social capital at school than for students in Western contexts. As mentioned previously, academic achievement in Korea is uniquely intense, and a source of stress and hardship for students and parents alike. While academic concerns are experienced across high-income nations, Korean students study more, their parents invest more in their education, and the educational expectations are especially high. Korean students spend more time on academic pursuits, which may decrease the time that they have available to build social capital with families and peers. Further, unlike academic stress experienced in Western countries, such as the United States, academic stress in Korea is more pervasive and intense. If social capital from either family or school helps to ameliorate academic stress, this mechanism may be present even more strongly in the high-stress Korean context.



Therefore, when examining social capital and academic stress in Korea, we must consider that the bonds, responsibilities, and investments between parents and children appear especially intense, perhaps indicating additional social capital in the Korean context that could be used to facilitate a number of positive outcomes. However, at the same time, investment in children is inextricably intertwined with educational success, and the presence of high-stakes schooling may mean that additional social capital is used to transmit high-pressure norms and expectations across social ties and networks that cause damaging stress to Korean students. These differences may affect the way that social capital is formed within the Korean family or the way or extent to which social capital influences adolescent outcomes, such as academic stress.



This Study


By examining how family and school social capital are associated with academic stress in South Korea, we contribute to research on social capital in the following ways: (1) we expand the scope of analysis to a non-Western context, where family structure, family dynamics, and cohesion differ, and academic pursuits are much more intense and competitive, and examine whether family and social capital work in a similar manner as in Western contexts. (2) We consider how family social capital affects academic stress in the competitive academic Korean context, where the family has historically been more conservative, stable, and parent–child relationships more interdependent and close-knit. (3) We examine how school social capital affects academic stress in Korea’s more intense educational context, where parental investment in academic achievement is much higher and student relationships with teachers are more hierarchical and less egalitarian. We expect that the comparatively close-knit family structures in Korean society may lead to greater expected investments in others and, therefore, create an abundance of social capital for adolescents, reducing academic stress. We also expect that connections and relationships with peers and teachers will be generally beneficial for students and reduce academic stress. However, due to the high-stakes Korean educational environment, student relationships with parents, teachers, or peers that would generally be expected to create beneficial social capital, may instead lead to greater pressure to live up to high expectations instead of reducing academic stress.





4. Materials and Methods


4.1. Sample


To examine the effects of family and school social capital on academic stress among Korean youth, we use data from the Korean Youth Panel Survey (KYPS). The KYPS is a nationally representative, longitudinal cohort study that uses a three-stage stratified sampling strategy, sampling from school districts, schools, and classrooms. We account for this design by using the cross-sectional sampling weights provided with the survey data. Survey responses were self-reported by the child and their parent with the help of an interviewer (National Youth Policy Institute 2012). Given our focus on adolescents and academic stress, we use data from the latter cohort that follows youth from eighth grade to one year after high school graduation. It is important to note that Korean youth work from elementary school through 12th grade in preparation for the college entrance exam (CSAT). We use data from the fifth wave of data collection (representing youth in their final year of high school), as this is the year students take the college entrance exam and is therefore the most stressful year for students.



Our analytic sample originally included all cases for which both the youth and parent questionnaires had been completed during the fifth wave of data collection (N = 2881). We then examined the data for systematic patterns of missing data and concluded that, while missing data were present on a number of variables, no systemic biases were present. Further, Little’s test for covariate dependent missingness revealed that our data can be assumed to be Missing Completely At Random. Given this evidence, variables which were missing on fewer than three percent of cases were treated with listwise deletion; variables which were missing between three percent and fifty percent were then treated with multiple imputation via chained equations in Stata16. We imputed 20 complete datasets with a burn-in period of 500 iterations between imputations. After restricting our sample to individuals with valid sampling weights and addressing missing data, our analytic sample consists of 2753 adolescents.




4.2. Measures


4.2.1. Dependent Variable


We measure academic stress on a scale from 0 to 4 composed of five separate measures indicating child stress related to schooling (α = 0.85). These include child responses on the following statements: (1) I get stressed by my parents’ concern about my school grades, (2) I get stressed by poor school grades, (3) I get stressed by home assignments or examinations, (4) I get stressed by college preparation or job prospects, and (5) I get stressed because it is boring to study.




4.2.2. Independent Variables


Our measures of social capital are based on a robust body of literature encompassing a variety of indicators of adolescent social capital (Dufur et al. 2013, 2015). The KYPS includes information about social capital indicators that can broadly be conceptualized into two types of social capital: family social capital and school social capital. The measure of family social capital is composed of six indicators consisting of the child-reported responses to statements such as “my parents always treat me with love and affection,” and “my parents and I understand each other well”. School social capital is measured with five indicators. Indicators of school social capital include youth responses to statements such as “I can talk about all of my troubles and worries with my teacher”. Responses to these statements ranged from 0 (very untrue) to 4 (very true). Higher values on all types of social capital represent greater social capital. Rather than create scales for family and school social capital, we chose instead to look at social capital as separate variables with the goal of providing specific actions to suggest to build social capital and protect students from academic stress.




4.2.3. Controls


We include a number of individual and family characteristics in our models that have associations with social capital and youth outcomes. These include respondent gender (Rosenfield and Mouzon 2013), age (Ferraro and Wilkinson 2013), household income and parental education (Lorant et al. 2003), family structure (Umberson et al. 2013), mother’s employment, and whether the child smokes and drinks (Park 2008). For measures of youth gender, we use a binary measure of gender where 1 = female and 0 = male. Respondent age is measured in years and is created from the reported birth month and year. Household income was reported by the interviewed parent in the fifth wave, converted from Korean Won to US dollars, and indicates the average monthly household income. Reported household income followed a slightly skewed distribution, so we used a logarithmic transformation. Parental education is measured by three categories that reflect the highest level of education completed by either parent in two-parent homes, or the highest completed education of the resident parent in single-parent homes. The educational categories include less than high school (reference), high school degree, and bachelor’s degree or higher. Family structure is measured as a series of dichotomous measures indicating the relationship of resident parents to the respondent. Categories include both married biological parents, a single biological parent, and reconstituted family (stepfamily). Mother’s employment includes full-time employment (reference), part-time employment, or unemployed status. Both smoking and drinking are self-reported by the adolescent respondent and are measured dichotomously, where an affirmative response indicates that the adolescent has used these substances within the past 12 months.






5. Results


Descriptive statistics can be found in Table 1. Beginning with our dependent variable (academic stress), we see that Korean youth report an average academic stress score of 14.75. Among our measures capturing family social capital, the average scores ranged from a low of 3.38 (My parents and I candidly talk about everything) to a high of 3.82 (My parents always treat me with love and affection). Among our measures capturing school social capital, the average scores ranged from a low of 2.55 (I can talk about all my troubles and worries to my teachers without reservation) to a high of 3.88 (I get along well with friends at school). Nearly half of the sample is female (47 percent), and the average respondent age is nearly 18 years old (17.78). Approximately 89 percent of our sample lived with two-biological married parents, 6 percent with single parents, and the remaining 5 percent lived in stepparent homes. When looking at parent’s highest education, 37 percent had a college degree or higher, 55 percent had graduated from high school and only 9 percent had not completed high school. Only 53 percent of mothers worked fulltime. Thirty-five percent of respondents in our sample had participated some form of shadow education (both math and English), 14 percent had smoked in the past year, and 53 percent had consumed alcohol in the past year.



Table 2 presents the results from the OLS regression models predicting respondent’s school stress. In Model 1, we examine the effects of family social capital on academic stress. In the bivariate analysis, we see that the more respondents feel that they and their parents understand each other, the less academic stress they feel (−0.9 unit decrease p < 0.001). Talking with parents candidly about everything is also associated with a significant decrease in academic stress (−0.595 unit decrease p < 0.001). Finally, and surprisingly, the more respondents agree that they frequently talk to their parents about their thoughts and experiences, the more academic stress they experience (0.273 unit increase p < 0.05). In Model 2, we examine the effects of school social capital on academic stress. Most of the measures capturing school social capital are not significantly associated with respondent academic stress. In this bivariate analysis, the measures that are significantly associated with respondent academic stress include rarely feeling lonely at school, and getting along well with friends at school. The more respondents agree that they rarely feel lonely at school, the less academic stress they experience (−1.111 unit decrease p < 0.001). Surprisingly, the more strongly students feel that they get along with friends at school, the more academic stress they experience (0.319 unit increase p < 0.01). These findings suggest that at the bivariate level, there are measures of family and school social capital that are associated with both decreases and increases in respondent academic stress.



We include a host of relevant control variables along with family and school social capital in Model 3. Results from the full model largely support the conclusions from the bivariate models: respondent family social capital is associated with both increased and decreased academic stress. In Model 3, we again see that the more respondents feel that they and their parents understand each other, the less academic stress they experience (−0.754 unit decrease p < 0.001). Talking with parents candidly about everything is also associated with a significant decrease in academic stress (−0.554 unit decrease p < 0.001). Our surprise finding from the bivariate analysis, that the more respondents agreed that they frequently talk to their parents about their thoughts and experiences, the more academic stress they experienced, remained significant in the full model (0.254 unit increase p < 0.05). As in the bivariate model, most of the measures capturing school social capital are not significantly associated with respondent academic stress. The two measures that remain significantly associated with respondent school stress are rarely feeling lonely at school and getting along well with friends at school. Again, the more respondents agree that they rarely feel lonely at school, the less academic stress they experience (−1.01 unit decrease p < 0.001). Further, our finding that the more strongly students feel that they get along with friends at school, the more academic stress they experience, remains significant in the full model (0.389 unit increase p < 0.01). Interestingly, among the control variables, measures related to academic achievement are statistically associated with youth academic stress. Greater parental educational attainment is associated with more youth academic stress, and when respondents participate in either math or English shadow education, they also experience more academic stress (1.199 unit increase p < 0.001, and 0.831 unit increase p < 0.001 respectively).




6. Discussion


Our study adds to a growing body of research on social capital by examining the effects of particular aspects of family and school social capital on academic stress in South Korea, a non-Western context. Because of the unique intensity of educational pursuits and the overall high investment in children by parents, Korea provides a compelling comparative case for research on social capital. Based on past research in Western contexts, we expected to find that family and school social capital would help youth deal with academic stress. We found that in some regards, the effect of social capital does not appear to be context specific. In other words, despite Korea’s different family dynamics, and despite academic stress being so much more intense in Korea, family social capital worked in a similar fashion to what we see in Western contexts (Dufur et al. 2013). Parental investment in youth helps promote healthy youth development in a similar manner regardless of the intensity of educational context. In particular, closeness and connection with parents helped Korean youth deal with the most intense and damaging source of stress in their lives. However, unlike what past research has found in Western contexts (Dufur et al. 2015), school social capital generally did not reduce school stress in Korean youth. While school social capital tends to have weaker effects on youth outcomes than family social capital in Western contexts, it does generally exert desirable and statistically significant effects (Dufur et al. 2013, 2015). It is possible that the hierarchical nature of Korean educational settings might provide obstacles to the creation of social capital between Korean students and adult school personnel. As research using the KYPS has suggested, social capital can be useful in preventing adolescent mental health problems beyond academic stress. Schools and teachers in Korea could focus more on increasing the ability of Korean students to build social capital at school as an important tool in helping students manage the dangerous levels of stress introduced in this setting. In the Korean academic context, where so much of the teacher’s focus is on college entrance exam performance, increasing school social capital by building teacher–student relationships and trust might not only lead to less academic stress, but also improved exam scores.



What was most interesting in our examination of how these two forms of social capital affect academic stress is that there are components of both family and school social capital that actually increased academic stress. What this suggests is that when Korean students have more of these elements of social capital, it appears to make academic stress worse and not better. This is in sharp contrast to the associations for social capital in Western contexts, which find almost exclusively helpful relationships encouraging prosocial outcomes and discouraging antisocial ones. In particular, with regards to Korean family social capital, frequently talking about thoughts and experiences was associated with more academic stress. With school social capital, Korean youth had lower levels of stress when they created social connections with their friends at school, but students who got along with their friends at school experienced more school stress. This suggests that the high-stakes educational norms that students pass across their social capital networks may be damaging rather than helpful. Because having social ties appears to be beneficial, it might be useful to provide students with other activities and interests over which they can bond, promoting supportive social capital and limiting the social capital that transmits high-stress norms from student to student.



These findings have important implications. First, these patterns suggest that social capital is not uniformly helpful across all contexts or all outcomes. Examining outcomes where social ties transmit high-stakes expectations may reveal arenas in which the social capital that transmits those norms can be harmful. Typical efforts to build social capital may, in such circumstances, reduce the effectiveness of the social capital. Perhaps in high-stress contexts such as in Korea, support and investment may be perceived as pressure, especially when connected to already high-stakes situations. Second, the nature of the parent–child relationship in Korea is one where parents are highly engaged in the academic pursuits of their children, especially mothers. As families invest huge resources in their children’s academic achievement (Lartigue 2000; Yang 2017; Hyundai Research Institute 2007), mothers have an incentive to monitor this investment, often adopting the role of educational overseer, organizing educational schedules, choosing private tutors and after-school studies, and assessing child performance. In Korea, their own success as mothers is largely a product of their child’s academic success. In this context, where family norms include less independence for youth, and instead the expectations of an interdependent, close, cohesive family unit that is mobilizing behind a student’s academic efforts, perhaps any conversation with parents becomes a reminder of the stresses in youth’s lives or the high stakes of their studies. While this form of engagement builds strong ties, and therefore social capital, such capital may be more useful in promoting academic achievement but lack the ability to protect youth from academic stress. Another way to think about this is that Korean youth have a great deal of family social capital, and these strong ties and family social capital operate exactly as we might expect in transmitting norms and expectations across social ties. However, this effective social capital may be less desirable when the norms and expectations being transmitted to Korean youth raise academic stress to unhealthy levels. Third, in intensely competitive environments, social capital generated among friends may be tainted by competition. Engagement with friends may be a reminder of who students are competing with and against, rather than a helpful or supportive resource for dealing with difficult school circumstances. Engaging with friends may also be a welcomed distraction from the intensive educational environment Korean youth experience, but if this engagement comes at the expense of studying and school performance, it may in turn lead to further academic stress. By looking at multiple measures of school social capital, we see that the relationship with peers is a complicated balance of support and stress. Again, these insights might be described as looking at both the quality and quantity of social capital available to youth. While we tend to conceptualize social capital as positive, perhaps there can be too much social capital.



Future research on social capital in non-Western contexts should attempt to separate which parent is constructing social capital, as this may alter the effectiveness of that capital. In Korea, where mothers play a central role in their children’s educational pursuit, they may be more sensitive to children’s worries or more demanding. As Korean fathers expand their involvement in their children’s lives, they may be a helpful resource for providing social capital in a manner that mitigates rather than exacerbates academic stress. Finally, future research should compare academic stress and these forms of social capital to similar contexts, such as China or Taiwan, to determine whether this is an East-Asian trend based on the highly competitive educational environments and deeply involved parental engagement. Perhaps in other high-stress educational contexts, there may also be a threshold for the effectiveness of social capital in mitigating school stress before it becomes too much of a good thing.
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Table 1. Summary Statistics for Variables Included in Regression Models: KYPS, Wave 5, 2008 (N = 2753).
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	Variables.
	Mean/Prop.
	SD
	Range





	Dependent Variable
	
	
	



	Academic Stress Scale
	14.75
	4.27
	5–25



	Key Independent Variables
	
	
	



	Family Social Capital
	
	
	



	My parents and I have frequent conversations
	3.55
	0.93
	1–5



	My parents always treat me with love and affection
	3.82
	0.84
	1–5



	I often talk about my career plan with my parents
	3.50
	0.82
	1–5



	My parents and I understand each other well
	3.50
	0.90
	1–5



	My parents and I candidly talk about everything
	3.38
	1.01
	1–5



	I frequently talk about my thoughts and what I experience away from home with my parents
	3.43
	1.05
	1–5



	School Social Capital
	
	
	



	I can talk about all my troubles and worries to my teachers without reservation
	2.55
	1.07
	1–5



	Teachers treat me with love and affection
	2.88
	1.03
	1–5



	I hope to become a person like my teacher
	2.38
	1.08
	1–5



	I rarely feel lonely at school when other students are around
	3.61
	1.04
	1–5



	I get along well with friends at school
	3.88
	0.82
	1–5



	Controls
	
	
	



	Gender (female)
	0.47
	
	



	Age
	17.78
	0.42
	17–19



	Household Characteristics
	
	
	



	Household Income (logged)
	7.83
	0.60
	0–9.44



	Family Structure
	
	
	0–1



	Married, Biological, Two Parent
	0.89
	
	



	Single Parent
	0.60
	
	



	Reconstituted (Stepparent)
	0.50
	
	



	Parental Education
	
	
	1–3



	Less than High School
	0.09
	
	



	High School
	0.55
	
	



	College or Higher
	0.37
	
	



	Mother’s Employment
	
	
	1–3



	Full Time
	0.53
	
	



	Part Time
	0.01
	
	



	Unemployed/Housewife
	0.47
	
	



	Shadow Education
	
	
	0–1



	Math (yes)
	0.35
	
	



	English (yes)
	0.35
	
	



	Risky Behavior
	
	
	0–1



	Smoking in the past Year
	0.14
	
	



	Drinking Alcohol in the past Year
	0.53
	
	







Data: Korean Youth Panel Survey (KYPS), Cohort 1.
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Table 2. OLS Regression Predicting Academic Stress by Family and School Social Capital, Individual and Household Characteristics: KYPS, Wave 5, 2008 (N = 2753).
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	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3 (Full)





	Family Social Capital
	
	
	



	My parents and I have frequent conversations
	0.161
	
	0.067



	
	(0.160)
	
	(0.149)



	My parents always treat me with love and affection
	0.21
	
	0.164



	
	(0.144)
	
	(0.137)



	How often do you talk about your career plans with parents?
	0.242
	
	0.092



	
	(0.137)
	
	(0.127)



	My parents and I understand each other well
	−0.9 ***
	
	−0.754 ***



	
	(0.165)
	
	(0.151)



	My parents and I candidly talk about everything
	−0.595 ***
	
	−0.554 ***



	
	(0.135)
	
	(0.126)



	I frequently talk to parents about my thoughts and experiences
	0.273 *
	
	0.254 *



	
	(0.135)
	
	(0.126)



	School Social Capital
	
	
	



	I can talk about my troubles and worries with my teachers
	
	−0.095
	−0.031



	
	
	(0.100)
	(0.096)



	Teachers treat me with love and affection
	
	−0.102
	−0.117



	
	
	(0.121)
	(0.117)



	I hope to become a person like my teacher
	
	−0.100
	−0.063



	
	
	(0.104)
	(0.098)



	I rarely feel lonely at school when other students are around
	
	−1.111 ***
	−1.01 ***



	
	
	(0.089)
	(0.085)



	I get along well with friends at school
	
	0.319 **
	0.389 **



	
	
	(0.121)
	(0.120)



	Family Structure
	
	
	



	Single Parent
	
	
	−0.305



	
	
	
	(0.362)



	Stepparent
	
	
	0.309



	
	
	
	(0.341)



	Household Income (log)
	
	
	0.171



	
	
	
	(0.139)



	Mother’s Employment
	
	
	



	Part Time
	
	
	−1.880



	
	
	
	(1.110)



	Unemployed/Housewife
	
	
	−1.720



	
	
	
	(0.160)



	Parental Education
	
	
	



	High School
	
	
	0.700 *



	
	
	
	(0.290)



	College or Higher
	
	
	1.111 ***



	
	
	
	(0.312)



	Female
	
	
	0.275



	
	
	
	(0.168)



	Age
	
	
	0.208



	
	
	
	(0.184)



	Shadow Education
	
	
	



	Math (yes)
	
	
	1.199 ***



	
	
	
	(0.190)



	English (yes)
	
	
	0.831 ***



	
	
	
	(0.194)



	Smoking in the past Year (Yes)
	
	
	−0.653 *



	
	
	
	(0.252)



	Drinking Alcohol in the past Year (Yes)
	
	
	0.194



	
	
	
	(0.162)







Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, and *** p < 0.001. Reference: unemployed, less than high school; data: the Korean Youth Panel Survey (KYPS), Cohort 1. Note: standard errors in parentheses.
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