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Causes of Burnout among South Korean Counselors Working with
North Korean Refugees: A Qualitative Content Analysis

Rho, Insuk’ - Cho, Sunhee®

'Department of Nursing, Sehan University, Yeongam
*Department of Nursing, Mokpo National University, Muan, Korea

Purpose: This study was done to identify the causes of burnout among South Korean counselors for North Korean
refugees. Methods: Data were collected using open-ended questions in a survey from 85 South Korean counselors
for North Korean refugees, and a content analysis of the textual data from the questions was conducted. Resuilts:
A total of 192 statements were selected from the data and those were categorized into 3 domains, 8 categories,
and 24 sub-categories. Institutional, client, and social recognition domains emerged. Findings indicate that the
causes of burnout were derived from the following categories: 1) the categories for the Institutional domain were
physical environment, work conflict, and work overload, 2) for the client domain, lack of cooperation, selfish
attitude, and limits to interventions, and 3) for the social recognition domain, lack of rewards and identity confusion.
Conclusion: The results indicate that community mental health professionals need to understand these causes
of burnout among the counselors working with North Korean refugees. It is also necessary to do further research
to develop strategies to prevent burnout and potential mental health problems for these counselors.
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Table 1. Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Participants

(N=85)
o . n (%) or
Characteristics ~Categories MESD
Gender Male 23(27.1)
Female 62 (72.9)
Age (year) <29 7(8.2)
30~39 15 (17.6)
40~49 37 (43.5)
50~59 20 (23.5)
>60 6(7.1)
Marital Never married 17 (20.0)
status Married 57 (67.1)
Divorced/separated 6(7.1)
Widowed 5(5.9)
Religion Buddhism 11 (12.9)
Christianity 50 (58.8)
Catholic 9 (10.6)
None 15 (17.6)
Education < High school 2(2.4)
2-yr college 9 (10.6)
4-yr college 27 (31.8)
Master degree 39 (45.9)
Doctoral degree 3(3.5)
Others 5(5.9)
Major Counseling 24 (28.2)
Social work 27 (31.8)
Study of North Korea 3(3.5)
Others 31 (36.5)
Duration of < 6 months 12 (14.1)
work 6~12 months 17 (20.0)
13~18 months 36 (42.4)
> 18 months 20 (23.5)
Place of Hana centers 33 (38.8)
work Community welfare centers 6(7.1)
Institutes for settlement 13 (15.3)
Health care centers 1(1.2)
Others 32 (37.0)
Type of Cooperation 56 (65.9)
work Dispatch 24(28.2)
No response 5(5.9)
Workload Number of cases 60.4%31,57
(per month)  Number of interventions 5.8%10.03
Counseling time per session  61.6%29.01
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Table 2. Categories and Subcategories of Causes of Burnout
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Domains Categories Subcategories n (%)
I. Institution I-1. Physical environment Poor work environment 3
I-2. Work conflict Conflicts with employees while seconded 15
Lack of support from NKRF 8
Lack of cooperation of civil servants 9
I-3. Work overload Role and work overload 5
Home visiting 5
Subtotal 45 (23.5)
II. Client 1I-1. Lack of cooperation Failure to attend 8
Lying 3
Out of contact 4
Refusal of counseling 4
11-2. Selfish attitude Frequent and exorbitant demands 11
Adopting expedients and cheating 4
Frequent quitting jobs 4
Mistrust of NKRF and the counselors 9
No appreciation to the counselors 9
Shamelessness 9
I1-3. Limits of intervention Social system 10
Personal capability 8
Cultural differences between North and South Korean 14
Subtotal 97 (50.5)
I1I. Social recognition IMI-1. Lack of rewards Low income 11
Not recognized as a professional 7
Insecurity about their employment 4
I11-2. Identity confusion Ambiguous role and identity 20
No sense of belonging 8
Subtotal 50 (26.0)
Total 192 (100.0)

NKRF=North Korea refugees foundation,
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