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ABSTRACT

As the number of foreign workers increases in Korea, people’s interest in their adaptation to this society has also increased.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of a forest-healing program on foreign workers' cultural adaptation

stress and psychological wellbeing. The experiment was conducted in a recreation forest located in Hongcheon-gun, 

Gangwon-do. The subjects who participated in this study included 40 foreign workers (16 males, 24 females). The 

experiment was conducted for three days and two nights from June 26 to 28, 2019. The forest healing program was 

composed of activities that can enhance immunity and restore physical and mental health by utilizing various healing 

environmental factors such as landscapes, sunlight, anion and oxygen in forest. The independent sample t-test was 

conducted to examine changes in cultural adaptation stress and psychological well-being before and after the program. 

The collected data were analyzed using SPSS 18.0 program. As a result, cultural adaptation stress was statistically 

significantly reduced in sub-factors including discrimination experience, language conflict and legal status. Psychological 

wellbeing improved in all the surveyed sub-factors such as self-confidence, ego, immersion, and joy. The results of this 

study are expected to be used as basic data for reducing the stress foreign workers experience from cultural adaptation and

restoring their psychological wellbeing in the future.
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Introduction

The number of foreigners who are living in Korea for 

various purposes has increased. Not only Korea, but also 

many countries around the world have seen significant 

changes in the composition of labor force, which has made 

individuals, who had to adapt themselves to their own cul-

ture and other new cultures, experience mental and physical 

stress due to cultural shock. The difficulties that foreign 

workers, as an immigrant, face in living in Korea have 

doubled due to differences between what they expected 

from their life in Korea and the actual life (Hendriks and 

Bartram, 2016; Liu and Zhang, 2015). As such, the increas-

ing number of foreigners staying in Korea has also resulted 

in several social problems (Han and Choi, 2011). The num-

ber of foreigners who committed crimes in Korea has grad-

ually increased (Korean National Police Agency, 2016), 

and married immigrants were reported to have difficulties 

in settling in Korea due to various issues, such as conflicts 

with their spouses, financial difficulties, difficulties in com-

munication, and conflicts between cultures like different 

lifestyles (Kim, 2012). People have to face a process of 

cultural adaptation whether the environment of adaptation 

is good or bad whenever they enter another society with 

different culture (Berry, 1997). As they try to adapt them-

selves to a new environment, they are affected from differ-

ent sides, whether it is society or individuals, by absence 

of social support, and pressure they feel in achieving men-
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tal goals. From a macroscopic perspective, social factors 

such as the level of social support, and strategies suggested 

by the government for cultural adaptation affect stress from 

cultural adaptation, and from a microscopic perspective, 

people are affected by personal factors such as personality, 

educational background, previous experience of multiple 

cultures and language proficiency.

Stress from cultural adaptation is a stress that individuals 

experience due to several factors in adapting themselves 

from their own cultural background to a new culture (Berry 

et al., 1987), or a stress that they experience in the process 

of settling and cultural adaptation due to various environ-

mental factors such as financial difficulties and cultural 

conflicts (Berry, 1997). Foreign workers who immigrate 

from a different cultural area, a familiar environment, most-

ly experience stress from cultural adaptation due to dis-

crimination, identity confusion, and a sense of loss as they 

lose their social and economic position, and their support 

system (Berry, 1984; Lee et al., 2009). Those who had 

a low level of stress from cultural adaptation were reported 

to show more prosocial behaviors such as helping and co-

operating with others and voluntarily giving help to others 

(Kim and Kim, 2011). Those who have a high level of 

stress tend to show high crime and accident rates (Park 

and Lim, 2000). Stress that foreigners experience in Korea 

during cultural adaptation can be recognized as one of the 

causes of these social problems. Their attempts to effec-

tively adapt themselves to an unfamiliar culture also affect 

the health of family members and personal behaviors. 

Difficulties that foreign workers experience are very di-

verse, ranging from minor and usual things to structural 

problems, which may threaten their mental health and thus 

have a negative impact on their psychological wellbeing. 

Symptoms of depression or anxiety that occur in the proc-

ess of cultural adaptation can be reduced during sports ac-

tivities, and positive effects on mental health and sat-

isfaction from life can be expected from the activities (Han 

and choi, 2011; Lee et al., 2013; Moon and Heo, 2015). 

Psychological wellbeing can be gained from pleasure from 

activities in daily life, positive self-image and self-esteem, 

and optimistic attitudes and emotions (Neugarten et al., 

1961), and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) explains wellbeing with sat-

isfaction of life, physical living conditions and quality of 

life (OECD Better Life Index, 2017). The psychological 

wellbeing of workers is a factor that determines the mental 

health of individuals, and improves not only their health, 

but also their work efficiency (Carolan et al., 2017), and 

also affects the productivity of businesses (Koo and Suh, 

2013), having a significant impact on the economic devel-

opment of countries. Meanwhile, one thing that needs to 

be considered before measuring the psychological well-

being of foreign workers is the fact that wellbeing is easily 

affected by the distinct characteristics of culture (Jung et 

al., 2016).

Earlier studies conducted in Korea on the psychological 

wellbeing of foreign workers showed that Taekwondo prac-

tices improved their sense of accomplishment (Kim and 

Shin, 2018), and had a positive impact on psychological 

wellbeing (Yoon, 2011), and that improvements in the 

quality of life of their family in their motherland were rec-

ognized as their own quality of life (Lee, 2010), which 

was found to give a high level of happiness to them unlike 

the expectation of the researcher. It was difficult to find 

studies that were conducted in other countries on the psy-

chological wellbeing of foreign workers for the past decade. 

There was one study on a similar variable, happiness, and 

Li et al. (2018) reported that psychological integration di-

rectly affected happiness (Jeong, 2019). However, there is 

almost no study that used forest healing programs to exam-

ine stress from cultural adaptation or psychological wellbeing. 

Against this backdrop, this study aimed to examine stress 

that foreign workers experience from cultural adaptation 

and their psychological wellbeing by applying a forest heal-

ing program, and to identify relationships between these 

variables, and the results of this study are expected to be 

utilized as basic data for reducing their stress from cultural 

adaptation and restoring their psychological wellbeing.

Research Methods

Subjects

The subjects of this study were a total to 40 foreign work-

ers (16 males, 24 females) who were engaged in jobs related 
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Variable
Treatment group Control group

Frequency Percent (%) Frequency Percent (%)

Gender
Male 8 40 8 40

Female 12 60 12 60

Age

20-30 3 15 4 20

30-40 9 45 9 45

40-50 7 35 6 30

Over 50 years old 1 5 1 5

Education

Middle school graduate or lower 2 10 6 30

High school graduate 13 65 12 60

2-year college graduate or higher 5 25 2 10

Nationality

Thailand 16 80 16 80

Vietnam 2 10 2 10

China 2 10 2 10

Total 20 100 20 100

Table 1. Characteristics of participants (N=40)

to agriculture in Hongcheon-gun, Gangwon-do. The treat-

ment group of subjects participated in a forest-healing pro-

gram held in a recreation forest located in Hongcheon-gun 

for three days and two nights, while the control group of 

subjects performed activities such as sowing the seeds of 

or harvesting vegetables such as lettuce, white radish, cab-

bage, chili, cucumber and pumpkin without participating 

in the program. The program was designed to compare 

changes in the conditions of subjects before and after the 

program by conducting pre and post-program tests. The 

subjects were selected among those who understood the 

purpose of objectives of this study, wanted to participate 

in this experiment and signed a written consent form, and 

the detailed criteria for selecting the subjects were as fol-

lows: those who were aged 20 or older; those who were 

not illegal aliens; those who could communicate in Korean; 

and those who fully understood the purpose of this study 

and consented to participate in the questionnaire survey 

for this study. The general characteristics of the subjects 

selected based on the criteria were as shown in Table 1.

The general characteristics of the subjects were divided 

into gender, age, educational background and nationality. 

The results of analyzing their general characteristics showed 

that the share of females (24, 60%) was higher than that 

of males (15, 40%). The number of those aged in their 

20s-30s was 7 (17,5%), those in their 30-40s, 18 (45%); those 

in their 40-50, 13 (32.5%); and those in their 50s or older, 

2 (5%). In terms of academic background, 7 (17.5%) out 

of the total subjects were 2-year college graduates or high-

er, 25 high school graduates (62.5%), and 8 middle school 

graduates or below (20%). Their nationality was also sur-

veyed, and 32 came from Thailand, four from Vietnam 

and four from China. As shown in Table 1, the general 

characteristics of the treatment and control groups were 

similar. The foreign workers who participated in this ex-

periment came from different countries, and their profi-

ciency of Korean was very low. Those who fully under-

stood the purpose and objectives of this program and con-

sented to participate in the program were selected, and the 

program was led by a forest therapist.

Procedure

In this study, a forest healing program mainly composed 

of forest walking and meditation was provided in a recre-

ation forest located in Gangwon-do for three days and two 

nights from June 26 to 28, 2019. A questionnaire survey 

was performed two times before and after providing the 

program using the same questionnaire form.
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Sub-factor Item count Item number
Cronbach’s α

Kim (2017) This study

Discrimination experience 4 1, 5, 9, 13 .80 .85

Language conflict 3 3, 7, 11 .84 .86

Legal status 6 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12 .79 .84

Total 13 13 .81 .85

Table 2. Item composition of each sub-domain and the coefficient of Cronbach's α for stress measurement

Sub-factor Item count Item number
Cronbach’s α

Park and Kim(2010) This study

Confidence 5 5, 7, 6, 8, 4 .89 .86

Ego 3 14, 13, 12 .90 .91

Immersion 3 1, 2, 3 .82 .80

Joy 3 10, 9, 11 .75 .75

Total 14 14 .86 .83

Table 3. Item composition of each sub-domain and the coefficient of Cronbach's α for psychological well-being

Measurement tools

Stress from cultural adaptation

The scale to measure stress from cultural adaptation used 

in this study was the scale that was originally developed 

by Cervantes et al. (1991), was revised by Alderete et al. 

(1999) for immigrant workers, and was revised and adapted 

by Kim (2017) for Nepalese workers in Korea. The scale 

was divided into three sub-factors as follows: four ques-

tions about experience of discrimination; three questions 

about language conflicts; and six questions about legal sta-

tus, a total of 13 questions. Each question was measured 

using a 5-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree; 5=strong-

ly agree), and the higher the score, the higher the level 

of stress from cultural adaptation. Cronbach’s α in Lee 

(2004) was .8l and that in this study was .85. The detailed 

content and Cronbach’s α of the tool used to measure stress 

from cultural adaptation were as shown in Table 2.

Psychological wellbeing

The scale of psychological wellbeing used in this study 

was the scale that was originally developed by Yang (1998) 

and was revised by Park and Kim (2010). The scale was 

divided into four sub-factors as follows: five questions 

about confidence; three questions about ego; three ques-

tions about immersion; and three questions about joy, a 

total of 14 questions. Each questions was measured using 

a 5-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly 

agree), and the higher the score, the higher the level of 

psychological wellbeing. The Cronbach's α of the original 

scale was .86 and that in this study was .83 (Table 3).

Forest healing program

Composition and content of forest healing program

Activities in the forest healing program used in this study 

were designed to give workers an opportunity to relax and 

recharge themselves in forest, to reduce their stress from 

cultural adaptation and to improve their psychological well-

being through healing activities. The program was planned 

and led by a forest therapist, and the researchers of this 

study participated in the program as an assistant. The de-

tailed activities were as shown in Table 4.

Activities of forest healing program

On the first day of the program, an orientation was given 

to subjects, and they also signed a consent form and partici-

pated in the preliminary questionnaire survey. During the 

hours of drinking flower tea and self-introduction as an 

ice breaker, they were able to open themselves up and have 
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 Time Day 1 Day 2 Day 3

08:00 - 09:30 Breakfast Breakfast

09:30 - 11:00
Forest walking and conversation 2

Meditation 3 (walking)

11:00 - 12:00 Post-test

12:00 - 13:00 Lunch Lunch

13:00 - 14:00 Free time Checking out

14:00 - 15:00 Checking in and orientation Meditation 2 (nature)

15:00 - 16:00 Pre-test Mandala

16:00 - 17:00 Drinking flower tea
Forest walking and conversation 3

17:00 - 18:00 Free time

18:00 - 19:30 Forest walking and conversation 1 Meditation 2 (forest)

19:30 - 20:30 Dinner and free time Dinner and free time

20:30 - 21:00 Introducing yourself Viewing stars in the night sky

21:00 - 22:00 Meditation 1 (sleep) Sharing your feelings

22:00 - Sleep Sleep

Table 4. Contents of the forest healing program

a chat. During the activity of Forest Walking 1, they had 

a chance to reflect on and understand themselves through 

body scanning, which was designed to help them establish 

their ego-identity. Sleep Meditation was designed to have 

a rest and meditate through physical and mental relaxation 

and breathing, and was composed of easy positions that 

beginners can easily follow, giving them a time for inner 

healing.

On the second day, activities such as Forest Walking 

2 and 3, and Nature and Forest Meditation were performed, 

Forest Walking 2 and Nature Meditation were designed 

to silently look in their inner side and practice how to emp-

ty their mind. Mandara was a program of decorating natural 

materials in forest and find the inner me. Forest Meditation 

was a meditation activity for relaxation, and subjects lay 

on their back in forest to relax the whole body and have 

deep relaxation. The activity of looking at the night sky 

alone was designed to give subjects a time for looking back 

themselves.

On the third day, subjects had activities including 

Walking Meditation 3, wrapping up the program and the 

post-program questionnaire. Walk Meditation 3 was an ac-

tivity of awakening the senses of the body by walking bare-

foot in forest, and self-examining by slowly walking and 

breathing.

Data analysis

The data collected in this study were analyzed using 

SPSS 18.0 Windows, a statistical analysis program, and 

frequency analysis was conducted to examine the general 

characteristics of subjects. The reliability of the collected 

data was analyzed using Cronbach's α. The independent 

two sample t-test was conducted to verify the data collected 

before and after the forest healing program, and the paired 

t-test was conducted to verify average differences between 

the two variables measured from the same sample. The 

significance level was p<.05.

Results and Discussion

Effects of forest healing program on stress from 

cultural adaptation

To identify the level of stress from cultural adaptation, 

the values before and after participating in the forest heal-

ing program were compared, and the average statistics of 

the treatment group showed a statistically significant 

decrease. The scale used to measure the level of stress from 

cultural adaptation was composed of four questions about 

discrimination experience, three questions about language 

conflict and six questions about legal status, a total of 13 
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Sub-factor Group
Before After

df t p
M SD M SD

Discrimination experience
Treatment group 2.73 0.35 1.84 0.34 38

-2.087 .044*
Control group 2.60 0.37 2.08 0.38 38

Language conflict
Treatment group 2.61 0.46 1.86 0.80 38

-4.943 .000**
Control group 2.45 0.31 2.20 0.58 38

Legal status
Treatment group 2.46 0.40 1.64 0.24 38

-7.136 .000**
Control group 2.48 0.38 2.20 0.25 38

Total
Treatment group 2.60 0.24 1.78 0.18 38

-4.811 .000**
Control group 2.51 0.26 2.16 0.30 38

Note. Treatment group, n=20; control group, n=20.

*p < .05, **p < .001

Table 5. Changes in cultural adaptation stress before and after the forest healing program

questions (treatment group, pre-program M=2.60, post-pro-

gram M=1.78; control group, pre-program M=2.51, and 

post-program M=2.16). The mean values and standard de-

viation values of the sub-factors before and after participat-

ing in the program were as shown in Table 5.

The results of each sub-factor were as follows: 4 ques-

tions about discrimination experience (treatment group, 

pre-program M=2.73, post-program M=1.84; control group, 

pre-program M=2.60, post-program M=2.08); 3 questions 

about language conflict (treatment group, pre-program 

M=2.61, post-program M=1.86; control group, pre-program 

M=2.45, post-program M=2.20); and 6 questions about legal 

status (treatment group, pre-program M=2.46, post-program 

M=1.64; control group, pre-program M=2.48, post-program 

M=2.20). Compared to the pre-program data, sub-factors 

including discrimination experience, legal status and lan-

guage conflict showed statistically significant decreases af-

ter the program.

These results were similar to the results of Kim (2013) 

on the effects of leisure activities on the cultural adaptation 

of married immigrants, Jeong (2019) on the effects of stress 

from cultural adaptation and social support on the psycho-

logical wellbeing of foreign workers, and Lee (2004) that 

the effects of stress from cultural adaptation on the mental 

health of foreign workers. These earlier studies reported stat-

istically significant differences in every surveyed sub-factor.

Effects of forest healing program on psychological 

wellbeing

To identify the psychological wellbeing of subjects, the 

values before and after participating in the forest healing 

program were compared, and statistically significant differ-

ences were observed. The scale used to measure the level 

of psychological wellbeing was composed of five questions 

about confidence, three questions about ego, three ques-

tions about immersion and three questions about joy, a total 

of 14 questions (treatment group, pre-program M=3.33, 

post-program M=4.10; control group, pre-program M=3.46, 

post-program M=3.63). The mean values and standard de-

viation values of the sub-factors before and after participat-

ing in the program were as shown in Table 6.

To examine the psychological wellbeing of subjects, 

their data before and after participating in the program were 

compared, and the overall level of psychological wellbeing 

increased, showing statistically significant differences. The 

results of each sub-factor were as follows (Table 6): 5 ques-

tions about confidence (treatment group, pre-program 

M=3.19, post-program M=4.00; control group, pre-program 

M=3.32, post-program M=3.59); 3 questions about ego 

(treatment group, pre-program M=3.63, post-program 

M=4.25; control group, pre-program M=3.75, post-program 

M=3.75); 3 questions about immersion (treatment group, 

pre-program M=3.53, post-program M=4.16; control group, 

pre-program M=3.70, post-program M=3.63); and 3 ques-

tions about joy (treatment group, pre-program M=2.98, 
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Sub-factor Group
Before After

df t p
M SD M SD

Confidence
Treatment group 3.19 0.46 4.00 0.32 38

4.145 .000**
Control group 3.32 0.36 3.59 0.30 38

Ego
Treatment group 3.63 0.42 4.25 0.44 38

4.539 .000**
Control group 3.37 0.21 3.75 0.21 38

Immersion
Treatment group 3.53 0.38 4.16 0.62 38

3.348 .002**
Control group 3.70 0.28 3.63 0.34 38

Joy
Treatment group 2.98 0.66 3.98 0.38 38

3.590 .001**
Control group 3.06 0.41 3.53 0.41 38

Total
Treatment group 3.33 0.48 4.10 0.44 38

7.010 .000**
Control group 3.46 0.32 3.63 0.32 38

Note. Treatment group, n=20; control group, n=20.

*p < .05, **p < .001.

Table 6. Changes in psychological well-being before and after the forest healing program

post-program M=3.98; control group, pre-program M=3.06, 

post-program M=3.53). The control group showed a de-

crease in immersion after participating in the program, but 

the experiment group showed statistically significant differ-

ences in every sub-factor including confidence, ego, im-

mersion and joy. These results coincided with the results 

of Park (2003), a comparison study on the effects of work-

ing conditions for foreign and Korean workers on their sat-

isfaction from work; Park (2012) on the structural relations 

of sense of accomplishment, psychological wellbeing and 

intention to continue to participate depending on the image 

of aerobic dance instructors (Park, 2012); and Lee (2004) 

on the effects of stress from cultural adaptation on the men-

tal health of foreign workers. These earlier studies reported 

statistically significant differences in every surveyed 

sub-factor. Although the tools for mediation used in these 

studies differ, they all showed positive results. As such, 

the forest healing program is also expected to be a very 

effective tool for mediation.

Conclusion

In this study, a 3-day, 2-night forest healing program 

focusing on forest walking and meditation was provided 

for foreign workers in order to identify the effects of the 

program on their stress from cultural adaptation and psy-

chological wellbeing. Based on the results of this study, 

the following conclusions were reached. First, the effects 

of the forest healing program on their stress from cultural 

adaptation were examined, and it was found that the lower 

the level of stress from cultural adaptation, the higher the 

level of psychological wellbeing. Among the sub-factors 

surveyed in this study, the treatment group showed statisti-

cally significant differences in discrimination experience 

compared to the control group (p<.05), and the differences 

in language conflict and legal status were very statistically 

significant (p<.001). The results can be attributed to the 

opportunities that the program provided for subjects to free-

ly express their feelings and thoughts. The process of ask-

ing who I am and finding themselves through activities 

including touching trees and lying back to look at the sky 

in forest, and meditation in nature seemed to positively 

affect their stress from cultural adaptation. Second, while 

the control group showed a decrease in psychological well-

being after the program (M=3.70 to 3.63), the treatment 

group showed statistically significant differences in all the 

sub-factors surveyed including confidence, ego, immersion 

and joy. Opportunities to look back about themselves 

through activities such as looking at the night sky alone, 

break ice between participants through self-introduction, 

and share their feelings they felt living in Korea seemed 

to promote to build sympathy and support between foreign 

workers, and bond and sympathy with fellow workers. In 
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addition, words of encouragement and support seemed to 

draw positive energy and improve their adaptability to the 

reality, improving psychological wellbeing. Third, the for-

est healing program focusing on forest walking and medi-

tation reduced stress from cultural adaptation and improve 

psychological wellbeing. In order to adapt themselves to 

a different society and culture, communication is essential, 

and the reason why these positive results were obtained 

above was that they were able to break ice, feel a sense 

of closeness and build bond between participants through 

several activities before participating in the program, which 

seemed to create rapport between them. They were able 

to get to know each other by themselves even during the 

program, and to have chances to share and frankly speak 

about the difficulties they have experienced, which seemed 

to make them understand each other better. Since the pro-

gram was performed for 3-days and 2-nights, a limited 

amount of time, it is difficult to generalize the results of 

this study. Therefore, it will be necessary to conduct more 

in-depth studies going forward to address this limitation.

Based on the conclusions above, the following sugges-

tions can be presented. First, since the period of this study 

was only 3-days and 2-nights, which is relatively short, 

and how long the effects lasted after the program was not 

surveyed, it is necessary to conduct a follow-up study on 

the long-term effects of the program. Second, it is also 

needed to compare the effects on the cultural adaptation 

stress and psychological wellbeing of foreign workers with 

those of Korean workers. Third, it is necessary to develop 

a program that can reduce the stress that foreign workers 

experience from cultural adaptation and improve their psy-

chological wellbeing considering their social support, 

health conditions and academic background. The results of 

this study are expected to be utilized as basic data for fur-

ther identifying the effects of forest healing programs fo-

cusing on forest walking and meditation going forward.
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