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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to assess the extent to which self-esteem and depressive symptoms mediated the influence of
stigma on life satisfaction among out-of-school youth in the Republic of Korea. Cross-sectional data were collected from 318
youth, aged 18 to 23 years (20.67 ± 1.12), who provided information on perceived stigma, self-esteem, depressive symptoms,
life satisfaction, and personal characteristics. A hierarchical linear regression analysis was followed by a path analysis to
investigate the mediation effects. Stigma was found to be negatively associated with life satisfaction. Self-esteem mediated the
negative association between stigma and life satisfaction, while depressive symptoms mediated the positive association between
stigma and life satisfaction. The path analysis results showed that the influence of depressive symptoms on life satisfaction had
the largest path coefficient (β = −0.60, p < .01) and the influence of self-esteem on life satisfaction also has a large path
coefficient (β = 0.52, p < .01). This study demonstrated that self-esteem and depressive symptoms are important to the
relationship between stigma and life satisfaction. Implications are discussed regarding possible stigma-reduction strategies and
interventions to help out-of-school youth integrate into society and lead successful and satisfying lives.
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Introduction

According to the Institute for Statistics of the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UIS,
2019), about 258 million children and adolescents worldwide
were not attending school in 2018. Some of these individuals
never had a chance to go to school at all, while others dropped
out early. Vast literature has discussed stigma, depressive
symptoms, and other phenomena as causes of dropping out
of school; however, there is a lack of research addressing
stigma and depressive symptoms as consequences of leaving
school early. Analogies with existing research can be drawn
only with the utmost caution. “Early school leavers” refer to
people aged 18 to 24 years who leave formal education/
training without attaining secondary qualification or its equiv-
alent. One of the great disadvantages of early school leaving is
that it has become a marker for social exclusion (De Graaf &

Van Zenderen, 2009). Ameliorating the situation is now a
national priority in many countries—with the key goal of re-
ducing the number of dropouts to less than 10% of all students
(Ross & Leathwood, 2013).

Under South Korean law (all mentions of “Korea” or
“Korean” in this article refer to the Republic of Korea, also
known as South Korea), “out-of-school youth” are youth aged
15–24 years who do not attend any school (Ministry of
Gender Equality and Family, 2018). Compulsory education
in Korea encompasses six years of primary and three years
of lower secondary school. The Korean policy to reduce
school dropout will include upper secondary levels by 2021
(Raimondi & Vergolini, 2019). In 2017, Korea’s school drop-
out rates in elementary, middle, and high school were 0.7%,
0.7%, and 1.6%, respectively. This rate positively correlated
with age, and it consistently increased over the past five years
(Ministry of Gender Equality and Family, 2018). In one study,
some of the reasons the youth gave for dropping out of school
were, “Did not need to finish school for chosen career”
(39.4%), “Did not like to study” (23.8%), and “Physical and
mental health problems” (17.8%). This indicates that for about
one-sixth of the participants, mental health was a reason for
dropping out of school (National Youth Policy Institute
(NYPI), 2018).
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Research has compared dropouts and graduates and found
that they differed with respect to depressive symptoms and life
satisfaction (Liem et al., 2010). In Western settings, these
differences—with adequate family and peer support—can be
transitory; by contrast, owing to Confucian culture and socie-
tal characteristics, the adverse effects are usually more lasting
in Asian countries (Hunt et al., 2002). Compared with students
who stay in school, adolescents who drop out tend to be at
greater risks of a wide range of problems such as poor overall
health and well-being, high stress, depressive symptoms, and
certain health challenges. Some of these challenges are insuf-
ficient nutrition, delayed physical development, dental caries,
substance abuse, no involvement in physical activity for
health and well-being, alcohol use, tobacco use, sexually
transmitted diseases, and pregnancy (Cho et al., 2015; Park
& Kim, 2016) among South Korean adolescents. A sign of
subsequent dropping out can be absenteeism, which can be
seen as early as in kindergarten (Gottfried, 2014). Previous
studies found that youth who did not graduate high school
were more likely than graduates to experience depressive
symptoms, and they were less satisfied with their lives and
reported higher levels of psychological distress than did high
school graduates (Liem et al., 2010). This can lead to stigma,
similar to that experienced by individuals with mental ill-
nesses (Mashiach-Eizenberg et al., 2013). South Korean high
school dropouts (vs. completers) experienced more aggres-
siveness, insomnia, suicidal thoughts or attempts, and low
self-esteem during the transition from being a student to adult-
hood because they were unprepared for joining the workforce
and were relatively challenged by their families’ and commu-
nities’ expectations and the associated responsibilities (Kim&
Yang, 2017). Stigma can diminish individuals’ identities
(Goffman, 2009); it is characterized by exclusion or devalua-
tion based on negative judgments (Scambler, 2009). Stigma
thus becomes a social condition in which perceived character-
istics are used to separate from a group those individuals who
have such characteristics. Being a “dropout” is a characteristic
of an early leaver and it is used to distinguish (stigmatize)
those individuals and separate or exclude them from group
membership. Stigma might psychosocially, physically, and
mentally burden marginalized individuals (including school
dropouts) by aggravating their health and well-being and by
increasing their psycho-emotional stress (Rao et al., 2019). In
Korea, about 98% of young adults have a high school diploma
and hope to continue their education to find a successful career
(Ministry of Gender Equality and Family, 2018).

In Korea’s collectivist, Confucian culture, which highly
values education, there is strong social pressure on those
who lack degrees, and they are considered under-qualified
for almost every occupation (Keum, 2008). Moreover, the
collectivist nature of the Korean culture prioritizes the sense
of belonging and the relationship within the group rather than
individual rights. As a result, parents expect that a high level

of education will lead to the success and well-being of their
children (Jung, 2010). With this socio-cultural background,
adolescents who drop out of school are stigmatized explicitly
or implicitly by society, as well as by their families. Thus,
stigma toward out-of-school youth might manifest as overt
discrimination based on judgments that they are defective.
The lack of alternative educational pathways for
out-of-school youth and the policy focus on formal education
and development further exacerbate the stigma associated
with dropping out of school (Yun et al., 2015).

Adolescents and emerging adults are sometimes stigma-
tized and discriminated against by their peers because they
are unusual in some ways, such as being obese (Freudenberg
& Ruglis, 2007; Mustillo et al., 2012), pregnant (Birchall,
2018), mentally ill (Pang et al., 2017), HIV positive, and/or
a sexual minority (Watkins et al., 2014). Almost one-half
(47%) of out-of-school youth in the Republic of Korea have
felt stigmatized in their relationships with peers, family mem-
bers, and neighbors, which has led to the loss of friendships
and unwarranted assumptions, distrust, pity, avoidance, and
underestimation of their abilities (NYPI, 2018). In their tran-
sition to adulthood, out-of-school youth seemed less prepared
to be adults than those who were in school, and their environ-
mental and psychological vulnerabilities tended to put them at
risk (Levine Coley et al., 2004). Dropping out of school influ-
ences dropouts’ health and well-being and creates public
health problems (Freudenberg & Ruglis, 2007).

Out-of-school youth have reported feeling stigmatized as cul-
turally deviant (i.e., departing from the accepted standards), es-
pecially with respect to social behavior (NYPI, 2018).Moreover,
they have been stereotyped as unintelligent, unskilled, and/or
maladjusted, and they tend to be unemployed or involved in
crime because they dropped out of school (NYPI, 2018).
Previous studies found that stigma negatively influences individ-
uals’ health as well as their societal opportunities, including ed-
ucational, employment, and housing opportunities, and it inter-
feres with an appropriate transition to adulthood (Hatzenbuehler
et al., 2013; Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009). In a nationally
representative sample of African American and Caribbean Black
youth, stigma was found to be negatively correlated with
self-esteem and life satisfaction (Seaton et al., 2010).

Life satisfaction is the way people feel about themselves in
their lives, and it is often a protective factor against negative
life events and an indicator of adolescents’ psychological and
social development (Fujita & Diener, 2005). In 2016, the av-
erage life satisfaction score of Korean youth was 6.6 (out of
10), which was lower than the 7.6 average among
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) countries (OECD, , 2016). Life satisfaction is mul-
ti-dimensional, and among other things, it embodies health,
socioeconomic status, stressful events and conditions, social
relationships, depressive symptoms, and self-esteem (Gaziel
et al., 2015).
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In accordance with the previously mentioned Korean char-
acteristics, one study found that self-reported global life satis-
faction was lower for Korean adolescents than for U.S. ado-
lescents, and satisfaction with school contributed significantly
to global life satisfaction only for Korean adolescents (Park &
Huebner, 2005). By contrast, the level of satisfaction with self
was a stronger correlate of global life satisfaction for U.S.
adolescents than it was for South Korean adolescents.

Among adolescents, life satisfaction tends to relate posi-
tively to self-esteem, whereas life satisfaction is negatively
related to depressive symptoms and stress (Proctor et al.,
2009). Recent research has suggested that major changes such
as parental divorce or family problems (e.g., parental alcohol-
ism) influence life satisfaction (Kim, 2019); however, life sat-
isfaction is a resilient trait. As dropping out of school is a
major change, it might have an influence on life satisfaction.
Therefore, life satisfaction of out-of-school youth and the fac-
tors related to it are public health concerns, even though
Korea’s dropout rate is lower than that seen in Western coun-
tries. Although the population of dropouts is small, the stigma,
social isolation, and psycho-emotional problems they tend to
experience (Lee & Cho, 2017) are likely to have negative
psychological and socioeconomic influences on these youth
during adulthood (Kim et al., 2013); therefore, they should not
be ignored.

Based on substantial worldwide literature on school drop-
outs, the likelihood of dropping out depends on multiple indi-
vidual-, family-, school-, peer-, and society-related factors.
Nearly half (45.2%) of the studies published about out-of-
school adolescents in Korea focused on revealing the risk
factors, 33.9% considered interventions to prevent it, and
4.8% focused on later career development (Kim & Huh,
2012). One previous study found that adults’ life satisfaction
and depressive symptoms, among those who had been out-of-
school youth, were mediated by the extent of their depressive
symptoms and life satisfaction when or shortly after they
dropped out (Liem et al., 2010). However, the life satisfaction
of out-of-school youth has been under-researched because of
the challenges involved in finding participants or obtaining
data from them after they leave school (Kim & Huh, 2012).

The bivariate relationships in regression analyses between
stigma, self-esteem, depressive symptoms, and life satisfac-
tion have been well documented as being associated with
dropping out of school and developmental outcomes
(Civitci, 2010; Dupéré et al., 2018; Liem et al., 2010; Seaton
et al., 2010). However, the influence of a sense of (or per-
ceived) stigma on health outcomes needs further attention
with regard to out-of-school youth in Korea. The mediating
effect of self-esteem and depressive symptoms on the relation-
ship between stigma and life satisfaction (Civitci, 2010) also
need investigation in the Korean context. Knowledge about
the reasons for dropping out might be important to educational
policy and practice in Korea, and multidisciplinary efforts

should be made to reduce the health problems related to
dropping out of school. Investigating the life satisfaction of
out-of-school youth, particularly those who perceive stigma,
might support these efforts. While the risks of adverse out-
comes (e.g., suicide) for youth in South Korea are higher
compared with other countries regardless of school dropouts,
dropping out may further exacerbate these risks. This study
thus investigated the influences of stigma, self-esteem, and
depressive symptoms on life satisfaction in a sample of
out-of-school Korean youth and ascertained whether
self-esteem or depressive symptoms mediated the relationship
between stigma and life satisfaction.

In the present study, three hypotheses were formulated:

& Hypothesis 1: Stigma is negatively associated with life
satisfaction in Korean youth who have left school.

& Hypothesis 2: Self-esteem mediates the negative associa-
tion between stigma and life satisfaction.

& Hypothesis 3: Depressive symptoms mediate the positive
association between stigma and life satisfaction.

Methods

Participants

The study used data derived from the 2017 Out of School
Youth Survey (OSYS). The 2017 OSYS used a prospective
panel design, and the National Youth Policy Institute (NYPI)
annually obtains similar samples surveyed through the
multi-youth center (NYPI, 2018). The NYPI conducted a
cross-sectional survey with in-person interviews and
self-report questionnaires based on the Act on the Support
for Out-of-School Youth pursuant to Article 49 (4) of the
Framework Act on Juveniles. The OSYS encompasses seven
domains: educational disruption, life experiences, psycholog-
ical and emotional characteristics, parental and peer relation-
ships, everyday life and values, health risk behaviors, and
socio-demographic characteristics. Attending elementary
school was compulsory in Korea at the time of the survey.
As such, individuals aged 16–24 years who had dropped out
from any educational level higher than elementary school
were considered eligible participants of this study. Informed
written consent for the survey was obtained from adult partic-
ipants, and from the parents or guardian of participants below
the age of eighteen years, in accordancewith the Bioethics and
Safety Act.

Potential participants (776) responded to the recruitment
announcement of the Ministry of Education and a private
academy, 318 (40.97%) completed the survey. These 318 re-
spondents, aged 18–23, comprised the final sample, of which
52.5% (47.5%) were male (female). An institutional review
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board approved this study (no. 2019–0256). This study com-
plied with the ethical principles of the Declaration of Helsinki,
including amendments from 2000 to 2013.

Measures

Dependent Variable

A life satisfaction index for Koreans consisting of three items
was used to measure life satisfaction. This life satisfaction
scale was previously developed and validated (Kim et al.,
2006) with response options on a four-point scale (1 = very
dissatisfied to 4 = very satisfied) for items such as “I am
satisfied with my life overall” and “I like how my life is go-
ing.” Higher scores indicate higher life satisfaction. The inter-
nal consistency for this measure was satisfactory (Cronbach’s
α = .79, Spearman-Brown Coefficient = .90).

Key Independent Variables

The eight-item Korean Stigmatization Scale was previously
translated and validated cross-culturally (Ju, 2002) from the
Stigmatization Scale-Short (Harvey, 2001) and has been
widely used for the Korean Children and Youth Panel
Survey, except for two items that were difficult for adolescents
to understand, based on the opinions of an expert panel. The
two excluded items were “I’m viewed negatively by main-
stream society” and “I feel that society views me as an inferior
being.” Responses were scored on a four-point Likert-type
scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree).
Higher scores on this scale indicate greater perception of stig-
ma. The internal consistency for this measure was satisfactory
(Cronbach’s α = .87, Spearman-Brown Coefficient = .97).

The five-item Korean version of the self-esteem index was
previously translated and validated (Research Institute of
Behavioral Science in Korea University, 2000) from the
10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1979). The
short version for Koreans uses five positive items, including “On
the whole, I am satisfied with myself” and “I feel that I have a
number of good qualities,” with responses given on a four-point
Likert-type scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly
agree). Higher scores indicate higher levels of selfesteem. The
internal consistency for this measure was satisfactory
(Cronbach’s α = .87, Spearman-Brown Coefficient = .99).

The 10-item Korean Depression Symptom Checklist-90
scale (Kim et al., 1978) was previously validated and used
to measure depressive symptoms. Response options were
scored on a four-point scale, ranging from 0 to 3, to measure
the severity and frequency of depressive symptoms such as
“unpleasant thoughts” and “low energy.” Higher scores indi-
cate more depressive symptoms. The internal consistency for
this measure was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = .91,
Spearman-Brown Coefficient = .99).

Other Independent Variables

The analysis also included measures obtained from the partici-
pants’ self-reports, and clinical records were used to collect in-
formation on age, sex, employment, and living arrangements.
Family-level financial status was measured by responses to the
question, “Do you think your family has sufficient money to
cover your family expenses?” The response options ranged from
1 = very insufficient to 7 = very sufficient. Self-rated health was
an overall measure based on responses to the question “How
would you describe your general state of health?” The response
options ranged from 1 = very unhealthy to 4 = very healthy.

Data Analysis

First, the study variableswere analyzed usingmeans and standard
deviations or frequencies and percentages, depending on the var-
iable. All statistical tests were performed using two-tailed tests of
significance with a cut-off significance level of p < .05. Second,
a hierarchical linear regression analysis was performed to test the
effects of stigma, self-esteem, and depressive symptoms on life
satisfaction. InModel 1, the influences of the six control variables
(age, sex, employment, living arrangement, family-level financial
status, and self-rated health) were estimated. Stigma, self-esteem,
and depressive symptoms were added in Model 2. Third, path
analysis and structural equation modeling were used to estimate
the relationships among stigma, self-esteem, depressive symp-
toms, and life satisfaction. These included (1) the direct relation-
ship between stigma and depressive symptoms and between de-
pressive symptoms and life satisfaction, (2) the indirect relation-
ships between stigma and self-esteem and between self-esteem
and depressive symptoms, and (3) the overall direct and separate
indirect effects of stigma on life satisfaction through self-esteem
and through depressive symptoms. One thousand bootstrapped
samples were analyzed using a 95% confidence interval. The
three goodness-of-fit indices were the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), goodness-of-fit statistic (GFI), and
normed fit index (NFI). GFI and NFI values ≥0.90 and
RMSEA <0.05 and χ2 /df (<2) were considered to indicate ade-
quate model fit (Hooper et al., 2008). All analyses were per-
formed using SPSS 23.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA), except
for the structural equation modeling, which was performed in
AMOS 21.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA).

Results

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for all the study
variables. The participants’mean age was 20.67 ± 1.17 years,
and there were more male (52.52%) than female participants.
Most of the participants lived with both parents (70.13%) and
perceived their financial situation as insufficient (38.36%) and
their health as poor (24.84%; Table 1).
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The index for the variance inflation factor was 1.02–1.38;
multicollinearity was not identified; the Durbin–Watson test
value was 1.99; and no autocorrelation existed between inde-
pendent variables.

Table 2 shows the results of the hierarchical linear regres-
sion analysis estimating the effects of the control variables
(Model 1) and the effects of stigma, self-esteem, and depres-
sive symptoms on life satisfaction after controlling for the
effects of sex, age, financial status, and living arrangements
(Model 2). In Model 1, family-level financial status and
self-rated health were found to be positively related to life
satisfaction. InModel 2, the influence of family-level financial
status was weakened; but it remained significant. However,
the effect of self-rated health was weakened to non-
significance. In addition, stigma and depressive symptoms
were negatively related to life satisfaction, indicating that the
higher the scores on these two variables, the lower the life
satisfaction. Self-esteem had a positive influence on life satis-
faction and had the strongest coefficient in the model.Model 1
explained approximately 25.8% of the variance in life satis-
faction; this increased to 31.3% in Model 2 (Table 2).

All the Chi-square tests were significant (p < .01), and the
other fit indices were adequate (χ2/df = 1.74; df = 1; RMSEA
= .05; GFI = .99; and NFI = .99). Perceived stigma was signif-
icantly associated with two mediators: self-esteem (β = −0.16, p
< .01) and depressive symptoms (β = 0.27, p < .01). Self-esteem
was negatively associated with life satisfaction (β = 0.52, p <
.01), and depressive symptomswere positively associatedwith life
satisfaction (β = −0.60, p < .01). Meanwhile, stigma was nega-
tively associated with life satisfaction (β = 0.24, p < .01).

In addition, three variables (stigma, self-esteem, and
depressive symptoms) accounted for 58.6% of the variance
in life satisfaction in the full model, (95% CI, 0.50–0.66,

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of the study variables (N = 318)

Variable n (%) M (SD)
Age (years) 20.67 (1.12)

Sex

Male 167 (52.52)

Female 151 (47.48)

Part-time job

Yes 181 (56.92)

No 137 (43.08)

Living with parents

Yes 223 (70.13)

No 95 (29.87)

Family-level financial status

Very insufficient 10 (3.14)

Moderately insufficient 41 (12.89)

Slightly insufficient 71 (22.33)

Neutral 134 (42.14)

Slightly sufficient 45 (14.25)

Moderately sufficient 17 (5.35)

Self-rated health

Very poor 13 (4.09)

Poor 66 (20.75)

Good 195 (61.32)

Very good 44 (13.84)

Life satisfaction (range=3–12) 7.77 (1.82)

Stigma (range=8–25) 15.87 (3.59)

Self-esteem (range=5–20) 14.84 (2.51)

Depressive symptoms (range=9–36) 18.84 (5.22)

Note: M = mean, and SD = standard deviation

Table 2 Results of the
hierarchical linear regression
analysis of the relationships
between stigma, self-esteem, and
depressive symptoms and life
satisfaction (N = 318)

Model 1 Model 2

Variable B SE
(B)

β t B SE
(B)

β t

Sex (1=Male, 0=Female) −0.87 0.97 −0.04 0.87 0.07 0.08 0.03 0.89

Age −0.09 0.10 −0.07 1.39 −0.05 0.03 −0.05 1.42

Family financial status −0.06 0.04 0.32 6.30** 0.15 0.04 0.17 4.13***

Self-rated health 0.28 0.05 0.31 6.03** 0.12 0.06 0.08 1.90

Part-time job (1=Yes, 0=
No)

0.44 0.07 0.06 1.19 0.07 0.08 0.03 0.89

Living arrangements (1=
Yes, 0=No)

0.12 0.10 −0.02 0.49 −0.10 0.08 −0.05 1.24

Stigma 0.11 0.04 −0.11 2.77*

Self-esteem 0.47 0.04 0.47 11.54***

Depressive symptoms −0.38 0.04 −0.38 8.64***

Adjusted R2 .26 .31

F 17.88*** 74.16***

Note: *, **, and *** denote significance at the 5%, 1%, and 0.1% levels, respectively, and SE means standard
error
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p < .01, R2 = 0.59). The path model results revealed that
stigma directly influences self-esteem and depressive symp-
toms. In addition, self-esteem and depressive symptoms have
a direct impact on life satisfaction (as confirmed by 1000
bootstrapped samples). The standardized coefficients for the
path model were all statistically significant (p < .01).

Stigma had a positive direct effect on depressive symptoms
(β = 0.27, p < .01) and depressive symptoms had a negative
direct effect (β = −0.60, p < .01) on life satisfaction. Stigma
had a negative direct effect on self-esteem (β = −0.16, p < .01)
and self-esteem had a positive direct effect (β = 0.52, p < .01)
on life satisfaction. Stigma had a positive direct effect (β = 0.24,
p < .01) and a negative indirect effect through self-esteem and
depressive symptoms (β = −0.24, p < .01) on life satisfaction.
The bootstrapping test for the indirect effect of stigma on the
relationship between stigma and life satisfaction showed a statis-
tically significant association (β = 0.24, p < .01, bias-corrected
95% confidence interval = 0.16–0.34). Furthermore, the results
revealed a significant indirect effect of stigma on life satisfaction,
as transmitted through self-esteem and depressive symptoms. In
other words, self-esteem and depressive symptoms mediated the
relationship between stigma and life satisfaction, thereby
supporting the study’s hypothesis (Table 3).

Figure 1 illustrates the structural path model relationships
among the key study variables. As expected, self-esteem and
depressive symptoms mediated the relationship between stigma
and life satisfaction. The results yielded a saturated model; all the
estimates were significant, and the relationships were in the an-
ticipated directions. The path from stigma to depressive symp-
toms revealed that depressive symptoms increased as perceived
stigma increased, and the path from depressive symptoms to life
satisfaction was the strongest of the three predictors (Fig. 1).

Discussion

To the best of my knowledge, this was the first nationally
representative study on Korean out-of-school youth that ex-
amined the relationships among stigma, self-esteem, depres-
sive symptoms, and life satisfaction with a focus on the

mediating effects of self-esteem and depressive symptoms.
The findings particularly increase our knowledge about the
influence of stigma on the lives of these youth.

Even after controlling for age, sex, and financial status,
which affect self-esteem, depression, and life satisfaction,
the factors that were found to influence life satisfaction were
stigma, self-esteem, and depressive symptoms. The results
were similar to the findings of the negative effects of stigma
on life satisfaction among American adolescents with obesity,
HIV, mental illness, or minority sexual status (Hatzenbuehler
et al., 2013); those belonging to a racial minority (Seaton et al.,
2010); and Turkish adolescents (Civitci, 2010). Specifically,
these studies also showed positive (negative) effects of
self-esteem (depressive symptoms) on life satisfaction
(Civitci, 2010). Previous studies also reported that the effect
of stigma diminished when the influence of self-esteem on life
satisfaction was considered (Kim, 2018; Kim & Park, 2019;
Kim, 2019; Oliveira et al., 2016). Our findings also support a
study of Korean college students (Kim et al., 2013), and the
influence of stigma on depressive symptoms further supports
prior results concerning vulnerable Singaporean youth (Pang
et al., 2017). The current analysis revealed that stigma directly
influences depressive symptoms, similar to a previous finding
on self-stigma (Mickelson, 2001).

This effect on life satisfaction is strengthened with increas-
ing levels of self-esteem, and a previous study in Turkey re-
ported that self-esteem was a mediator of this relationship
(Civitci, 2010). Apparently, self-esteem might mediate the

Table 3 Direct and indirect
effects of social stigma on life
satisfaction using 1000 bootstraps

Endogenous
variables

Exogenous
variables

Standardized direct
effect

Standardized indirect
effect

Standardized total
effect

Depressive
symptoms

Stigma 0.27*** 0.28***

Self-esteem Stigma −0.16** −0.16**
Life satisfaction Stigma 0.24*** −0.24** 0.00***

Life satisfaction Depressive
symptoms

−0.60*** −0.60***

Life satisfaction Self-esteem 0.52*** 0.52***

Note: **and *** denote significance at the 1% and 0.1% levels, respectively

Stigma Life satisfaction

Depressive 

symptoms

Self-esteem

-.16

.24

.52

-.60.27

Fig. 1 Path analysis results among stigma, self-esteem, depressive
symptoms, and life satisfaction
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influence of perceived stigma on life satisfaction. If all of the
above also apply to out-of-school youth in Korea, perceived
stigma might lower self-esteem and diminish life satisfaction.

Those who had dropped out of school have lower
self-esteem, lower life satisfaction, are more depressed, and
are subject to greater stigma than those attending school. One
study of Korean adolescents found that those who attended
alternative schools (designed to provide a non-traditional edu-
cational experience) had significantly lower self-esteem and
higher perceived stigma than adolescents who attended regular
high schools (Cho et al., 2015). Because the expectations and
priority of education are high, dropping out tends to be
interpreted as leaving the competitive path to success.
Out-of-school (including alternative school) youth might feel
socially devalued, which might lower their self-esteem, increase
their depressive symptoms, and consequently, lower their life
satisfaction. Individuals who perceive stigma might avoid
dropping out of school, particularly those who want employ-
ment, and the failure to gain employment might exacerbate de-
pressive symptoms (Hjorth et al., 2016). Further, out-of-school
youth who perceive stigma might disengage from their commu-
nities and curtail or stop their youth center activities to avoid
people who may consider them failures. Community and youth
center disengagement has been linked to exclusion and alien-
ation from various forms of social support, such as counseling,
training, and employment advice (NYPI, 2018).

The findings imply that although out-of-school youth
might be relatively depressed and dissatisfied during adoles-
cence, they are capable of rebounding if multiple efforts are
made to lessen the sense of stigma, enhance self-esteem, and
treat depressive symptoms to improve life satisfaction. A re-
view of multi-level stigma interventions (interpersonal, orga-
nizational, and structural) found that they were relatively ef-
fective for stigma reduction and that they were more synergis-
tic andmore holistic than single-level interventions (Rao et al.,
2019). The targeted multiple interventions among healthcare
professionals, family members, and community members
using various strategies (e.g., contact, social marketing,
counseling, faith, and problem solving) were more effective
than educational programs alone for reducing the sense of
stigma. A meta-analysis of 52 self-esteem enhancement pro-
grams for children found a large overall effect of 0.89, which
was particularly large among the programs using music, paint-
ing, and other arts (1.29–1.72; Lee & Chung, 2018).
Regarding Korean middle school children, an experimental
group that participated in 10 group sessions to treat high de-
pressive symptoms showed significantly higher depressive
symptoms and self-esteem than the control group (Cho &
Jang, 2016). Thus, depressive symptom screening and
counseling of out-of-school youth should help improve their
mental health and life satisfaction. As a whole, the evaluations
of interventions and other programs suggest that the younger
the participants, the more effective the intervention for

self-esteem. However, programs with more than 10 sessions
are negatively related to self-esteem; therefore, intervention
programs for increasing self-esteem and reducing depressive
symptoms must be appropriately developed to meet the devel-
opmental needs of children of specific ages.

Despite its contributions, this study has limitations to con-
sider when interpreting the results. First, the participants were
recruited by convenience sampling because of difficulties in
identifying or locating out-of-school youth, which created an
unknown extent of selection bias, thereby precluding the gen-
eralizability of the findings. The cross-sectional study design
eliminated the possibility of drawing causal inferences about
the relationships among the study variables. Moreover, this
study focused only on psychological factors although other
variables such as parent-child relationships, peer relationships,
and academic performance influence the life satisfaction of the
youth. Thus, it is necessary to investigate further these inte-
grated and related factors. However, the findings on the me-
diating effects of self-esteem and depressive symptoms sug-
gest that longitudinal research might shed light on the causal
effect of stigma on life satisfaction and the mediating effects
of self-esteem and depressive symptoms.

Conclusions

In conclusion, this study contributes to the literature about the
life satisfaction of out-of-school Korean youth by identifying
self-esteem and depressive symptoms as mediators of the re-
lationship between stigma and life satisfaction. Improving
self-esteem emerged as a possible way to decrease the influ-
ence of the perceived stigma on life satisfaction. Likewise,
reducing depressive symptoms can also reduce the negative
influence of stigma on life satisfaction. More research and
policy attention should be devoted to monitoring the mental
health of out-of-school youth and to developing interventions
to reduce perceived stigma with the ultimate goal of decreas-
ing depressive symptoms, increasing self-esteem, and improv-
ing life satisfaction of these adolescents. The current results
have implications for multi-level support programs among
community, employment, educational, and public health ac-
tors, and for interventions to protect out-of-school youth from
developing a sense of stigma. Discrimination and social ex-
clusion should be addressed by raising public awareness about
out-of-school youth. Dropping out of school strongly deter-
mines adult outcomes and future inequities in educational at-
tainment, employment, health, and life expectancy; thus,
keeping children in school should be a broad policy priority.
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