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Abstract: In contemporary Korea, where psychological distress among adolescents is rapidly intensifying, a
persistent reluctance to seek help has become a widespread phenomenon. Shame functions as the central
emotional mechanism that obstructs help-seeking behavior. Drawing on the theoretical perspective of structural
emotions, this study analyzes the generative pathways of shame across family settings, school environments,
peer cultures, and institutional discourses, and examines how shame constructs strong anticipatory resistance
even before help-seeking actions are initiated. The findings indicate that shame is not merely an individual
emotional experience but a structurally produced feeling shaped by familial emotional norms, school
expectations of the “compliant student,” peer-based ridicule and labeling practices, and the evaluative

architecture embedded in social media environments. Within these multidimensional contexts, adolescents come
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to perceive psychological distress as a potential threat to their social identity, prompting them to conceal their

difficulties, avoid formal support, or shift to alternative help-seeking channels in order to maintain a stable self-

presentation. The study further demonstrates that shame acquires its obstructive force because institutional and

cultural narratives individualize and moralize psychological distress, framing help-seeking as an admission of

personal inadequacy. Based on this analysis, the study proposes several practical pathways for reducing shame-

based barriers, including strengthening privacy protections in counseling settings, normalizing emotional

education in schools, promoting anti-stigma practices within families, expanding adolescent participation in

designing psychological services, and alleviating structural pressure through policy reforms. This research

contributes to a deeper understanding of inequalities in adolescent mental health and offers theoretical support

for building a more accessible and secure help-seeking system.

Key words: shame; adolescent mental health; help-seeking behavior; structural emotions; stigmatization;

Korean society; school culture; peer relations
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