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Abstract. This research is aimed to show multicultural interactions and a lack 
of adaptation from South Korea.  Foreigners in South Korea were surveyed on 
their interactions with Korean culture and language.  This study focused on how 
foreigners can interact and adapt to the culture of South Korea, and whether or 
not this is affected by their backgrounds.  The results of the survey show that 
the multicultural initiatives of South Korea are poorly advertised and that the 
views of foreigners are not affected by their backgrounds but by the barriers to 
their interactions with Korean culture.  Respondents identified common terms 
related to cultural identity and showed them to be in favor of multiculturalism 
when enacted correctly. 
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1   Introduction 

Multiculturalism is not a new concept or problem.  Countries throughout the world 
have to incorporate travelers and immigrants from other countries to compete in 
global markets.   Influx of immigrants is a recent issue rather than a historic one for 
South Korea.  South Korea is traditionally a homogenous culture, but must adapt to 
the global economy (2).  Growing demands for foreign capital, foreign labor, and 
English speaking skills have lead to an influx of foreign residents.  Foreigners will 
stand out, and depending on the area they emigrate to they will find this is an 
advantage or disadvantage.  Their unusual appearances will mark them as a local 
celebrity or as an outcast.  Depending on which way South Korea leans politically, 
foreigners- especially foreign educators- can be subject to scrutiny (3) (4). 

The purpose of this study is to examine the interaction of the multicultural 
initiatives with foreign educators in South Korea.  As South Korea is both 
homogenous and holds this as a point of pride- with one of the cultural pillars of the 
society being a common ancestry for everyone in the peninsula- it approaches 
multiculturalism differently than western counties such as the United States and 
Canada, where the foreign influx is due to issues such as declining birth rate and 
aging population (1). Teachers coming from English-speaking countries to South 
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Korea have a different perspective on Korean multiculturalism due to their 
backgrounds, and their backgrounds differ, affecting these perspectives.  Backgrounds 
focused on for this study are the amount of time they have spent in South Korea, their 
national background, their education, and their fluency in the Korean language. 

Results of the quantitative study highlighted distinct problems with the Korean 
multicultural model.  The Korean multicultural model is poorly advertised.  While 
well funded, the initiatives put forth by the Korean government are largely over 
managed and absent from the public eye (1).  South Korea is now a multicultural 
entity, even if it did not choose when it joined the global economy (8), it is still an old 
and very traditional country.  As stated earlier- rather than being an old issue which 
has dragged on for decades or even centuries, the influx of foreign labor, travelers, 
and citizens is a recent issue. 

This study used a survey based on a previous questionnaire used by the University 
of Western Sydney in 2013.  It was divided into four categories.  The first category 
was identity, in which the respondents answered questions about their background, 
years in South Korea, level of education, and fluency in Korean.  The second category 
was about their experience as foreigners.  In particular, it was about how they have 
adapted to South Korea or if South Korea has adapted to them.  The third category 
was a series of word association questions relating to cultural terms.  Respondents 
would identify their definitions of common phrases and terms relating to multicultural 
theory.  The last category was on the respondents’ opinions on multiculturalism and 
multicultural education.  The questions were on the interaction and adaptation of 
multiculturalism with education, and included an open ended question where 
respondents would write down their thoughts on multicultural education. 

2 Methods 

This study was performed on a random sampling of 123 foreigners currently living in 
South Korea, ranging from foreigners who have lived in South Korea for one to three 
years to foreigners who have lived in South Korea for over ten years.  Subjects 
completed a survey on the subjects of multicultural education, experiences as a 
foreigner living in South Korea, and views on the responsibility of teachers, students, 
and administration regarding the multicultural experiences of foreigners in South 
Korea.  The survey was based on a previous survey used by the University of Western 
Sydney in 2013 (5). 

The variables taken into account on the survey were personal information relating 
to their time spent in South Korea, country of origin, education level, and fluency in 
Korean.  Based on responses, the respondents were compared based on questions and 
answers about adapting to Korean culture, identification of terms relating to culture 
and multiculturalism, and attitudes towards multicultural initiatives in South Korea.  It 
was hypothesized that there was a rising correlation between country of origin and 
time spent in South Korea and positive attitudes towards Korean culture.  It was also 
hypothesized that there was a rising correlation between fluency in Korean and 
adaptation to Korean culture, and a rising correlation between educational of 
foreigners and acceptance of multicultural initiatives. 
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In order to produce mean, standard deviation, correlation coefficient and mean 

differences, Pearson correlation analysis, and one-way analysis of variance were used.  
To analyze the focus on variables as relating to questions on the survey, the 
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) and Duncan and Dunnett (T3) for post-
hoc testing were used. 

3 Results 

Of the respondents polled, 34% have been in South Korea 1-3 years, 20% have been 
in South Korea 3-5 years, 28% have been in South Korea for 5-10 years, and 16% 
have been in South Korea for more than 10 years.  39% of the respondents polled in 
the survey are American, with 13% identifying themselves as Canadian, 7% as 
Fillipino, and all other respondents falling into a variety of other nationalities.  65% of 
respondents polled had a graduate school education. 

When asked about the multicultural policy of South Korea, the majority result was 
that there is no coherent policy.  When asked about issues that included racism and 
xenophobia, tolerance compared to their home country, and whether being a member 
of their ethnic group affects their interactions with society, the majority of 
respondents stated that South Korea is less tolerant than their home country and that 
foreigners had to adapt into Korean culture to succeed in South Korea. 

When asked to define concepts relating to cultural interaction and cultural 
adaptation according to multicultural theory, a significant majority placed more value 
culture relating to holding a society together and cultural identity than on shared 
beliefs or interactions. 

Conversely, when given a series of statements about multiculturalism in schools, 
the respondents agreed with the idea that having students from different cultural 
backgrounds was a good thing.  The final question of the survey was an open ended 
question asking for their opinion on multicultural education.  Most respondents said 
they believed it was a good idea, but it has not been implemented well in South 
Korea. 

From the results of the survey, the majority of the respondents stated that 
multiculturalism was a positive thing.  They also stated that they did not believe South 
Korea had a multicultural policy, and that South Korea was less tolerant than their 
country of origin. 

4 Discussion 

An important finding is that cultural background does not affect how a foreigner 
views the multicultural initiatives in South Korea.  On the contrary, half of the 
respondents polled either stated that there was no coherent multicultural policy, or that 
there was a policy but it was not a coherent one.  Based on the data gathered, common 
traits shared by the respondents are a high level of education and western 
backgrounds, with outliers from eastern and eastern European countries.  However, 
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when the responses are broken down, at first glance there are two common themes.  
First, that multiculturalism is a good idea.  Second, it is not implemented well in 
South Korea. 

The majority of the respondents stated that adapting to Korean culture is an 
important part of succeeding.  Other common responses and agreed with statements 
point to foreigners having to adapt and integrate into the dominant culture, rather than 
having their own culture remain separate but viable.  When compared to successful 
multicultural models (6)(7), the language barrier would be the largest obstacle, which 
contributes to the feelings of xenophobia and isolation by foreigners living in South 
Korea.  The Korean language also serves as a major part of the Korean culture, with a 
holiday dedicated to the creation of the Hangul alphabet, and the creator on the man 
won bill. 

Further questions arise from this research.  If South Korea were to incorporate 
other languages into its day to day model, would that make South Korea a more 
tolerant society?  How many different languages should it incorporate, and how?  
Korean society encourages English as part of the standard curriculum, but Hangul is 
the most common language.  How can different languages be adapted into Korean 
society, which values its identity, without changing it into something that is not 
Korean society? 
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