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Health Literacy and Its Related Factors in North Korean Refugees
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Background: In September 2016, the number of North Korean refugees living in South Korea was 29,688. They
have been struggling with health problems due to their poor health status and the differences in medical system
and terminology between South and North Korea. We aimed to investigate the level of health literacy and its re-
lated factors in North Korean refugees.

Methods: This study was conducted with 142 patients who visited North Korean refugees' counseling center at
Seoul Medical Center and National Central Medical Center and 100 South Korean patients who visited out-
patient clinics or Health Promotion Center of Seoul Medical Center. General and health-related characteristics
were surveyed through a questionnaire and health literacy was measured by using ‘Korean Adult Health
Literacy Scale’.

Results: The average age of North Korean refugees was 48.92+11.49 years old. AlImost 95% reported that their
monthly income was less than 2 million KRW. The survey showed that North Korean refugees obtain health in-
formation mainly through TV, radio, and acquaintances and more than half (54.9%) said their health was bad or
very bad. The mean score of North Korean refugees' health literacy was much lower than that of South Koreans
(12.42+7.58 vs. 25.3+5.7, P<0.001). This discrepancy was maintained after adjusting related factors such as
age, sex, and socioeconomic status with stratified analysis.

Conclusions: It suggest the urgent need for policies which support for futher researches and development of
education system, which may lead to the improvememt of the health literacy of North Korean regugees.
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Table 1. General characteristics of North Korean refugees
and outpatient participants (n=242)

Table 2. Health-related characteristics of North Korean
refugees and outpatient participants (n=242)

North Korean ~ Outpatient N Outpatient
.. £ .. orth Korean -
Characteristics refugees participants P Characteristics refugees (n=142) participants P
(n=142) (n=100) (n=100)
Gender 0.225 Number of diseases <0.001
Male 48 (33.8) 42 (42.0) 0 29 (20.4) 48 (48.0)
Female 94 (66.2) 58 (58.0) 1 80 (56.3) 32(32.0)
Age,y 0.001 2 18 (12.7) 16 (16.0)
10-39 22 (15.5) 22 (22.0) >3 15 (10.5) 4(4.0)
40-59 104 (73.2) 52 (52.0) Number of 0,001
>60 16 (11.3) 26 (26.0) medications
Educational period, y <0.001 0 33(23.2) 54 (54.0)
<12 107 (75.4) 47 (47.0) 1 68 (47.9) 27 (27.0)
>12 35 (24.6) 53 (53.0) 2 26 (18.3) 11(11.0)
Occupation <0.001 =3 . 15(10.5) §(3.0)
Office worker 10 (7.0) 2(29.0) Fi ey of hospital <0.001
Sal‘;z rli‘i’csét;o“ and 7 (4.9) 14 (14.0) Once per week 27 (19.0) 9 (9.0)
Technical position 9 (6.3) 7 (0.0) Abr‘;lvoentt‘glce per 40 (28.2) 18 (18.0)
Housewife 48(33.8) 18(18.0) Once per month 37 (26.1) 29 (29.0)
Unemployed 40(28.2) 8(8.0) Once per 2-3
Others 28 (21.5) 24 (24.0) months 20 (34.1) 44 (44.0)
Marital status <0.001 Others 18 (12.7) 0(0.0)
Single 33(23.2) 15 (15.0) Smoking status 0.033
Married 58 (40.8) 80 (80.0) Smoking 32(22.5) 19 (19.0)
Divorced 28 (19.7) 3(3.0) Non-smoking 110 (77.5) 81 (81.0)
Bereaved 23 (16.2) 2(2.0) Drinking status <0.001
Living together family <0.001 Non-drinking 92 (64.8) 40 (40.0)
Yes 70 (49.3) 90 (90) Drinking 50 (35.2) 60 (60.0)
Mondly ncoms oo Helthformain
<99 94 (66.2) 17 (17.0) TV/radio 39 (27.5) 45 (45.0)
100-199 40(28.2) 29 (29.0) Internet 17 (12.0) 30 (30.0)
200-299 6(4.2) 24 (24.0) Health ggre 33(23.2) 13 (13.0)
>300 2(1.4) 30 (30.0) provider
Values are presented as number (%). Acquaintances 37(26.1) 2(2.0)
P values are calculated by chi-squared-test. Others 16 (11.2) 10 (10.0)
Awareness of health <0.001
7878(54.9%) 0.2 35t 3k} 129(12%)f Bl 5-2J5H] condition
BOIHP<O00L), A7 THEl EAGIAL B Hido]A] = Good 10 (7.0) 19 (19.0)
& AR : R R = = U - Average 54 (38.0) 69 (69.0)
grolg=nla gyt 2k} Atolof SAIF o2 {07t Afol & Bad 59 (41.5) 9(9.0)
slola} 2= Qlﬁﬁ‘r(Table 2). Very bad 19 (13.4) 3 (3.0)
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T atol7t Al &l 4= leK(Table 3). I AZA RO 2 Aok Qo8 BEAS Kol
Halo|gnl 9] & E-E7]7HP for trend=0.818), H317 oFQttH(Table 4).

Z= 7]17ZHP for trend=0.640), 23t A& FA] A ¢(P=0.902)

Table 3. Health literacy total score of North Korean refugees and outpatient participants according to general and healthe
related characteristics

.. North Korean refugees Outpatient participants a
Characteristics Total score P Total score P ?
Gender 0.001 0.112

Male 9.58+6.65 24.29+6.20 <0.001
Female 13.86+7.66 26.16+5.41 <0.001
Age’,y 0.919 <0.001
10-39 12.68+7.85 28.18+4.11 <0.001
40-59 12.28+7.84 25.90+5.02 <0.001
>60 12.94+5.64 21.92+6.89 <0.001
Educational period, y 0.789 0.001
<12 12.32+7.05 23.32+5.95 <0.001
>12 12.71+£9.01 27.19+5.05 <0.001
Occupation 0.251 0.172
Office worker 10.00+7.92 27.03+4.46 <0.001
Sales position and services 15.14+11.18 24.93+5.36 0.013
Technical position 10.67+7.63 25.29+5.99 0.001
Housewife 14.23+7.53 25.89£5.13 <0.001
Unemployed 11.90+6.38 20.88+9.42 0.002
Others 10.79+7.93 24.75+6.10 <0.001
Marital status 0.730 0.049
Single 11.88+7.81 27.60+4.90 <0.001
Married 12.88+7.79 25.29+5.72 <0.001
Divorced 11.32+7.37 22.33+4.16 0.018
Bereaved 13.35+7.26 16.50+10.61 0.571
Monthly incomeb, 10,000 won 0.805 0.945
<99 11.64+7.39 27.06+5.71 <0.001
100-199 13.98+8.22 23.21+6.66 <0.001
200-299 14.00+4.43 25.46+5.31 <0.001
>300 13.00£11.31 26.43+4.91 0.001
Number of diseases” 0.288 <0.001
0 10.66+8.27 26.54+4.89 <0.001
1 12.59+7.25 24.75+6.36 <0.001
2 14.17+8.18 25.56+4.12 <0.001
>3 12.80+7.32 15.50+8.74 0.536
Smoking status <0.001 0.659
Smoking 8.16+4.28 25.84+5.06 <0.001
Non-smoking 13.65£7.90 25.26£5.98 <0.001
Drinking status 0.037 0.939
Non-drinking 13.39+7.78 25.43+6.97 <0.001
Drinking 10.62+6.93 25.33+4.93 <0.001
Health information source 0.110 0.030
TV/radio 15.00+9.12 23.76+6.55 <0.001
Internet 12.94+8.31 27.30+3.78 <0.001
Health care provider 11.76+6.76 28.00+3.32 <0.001
Acquaintances 10.54+5.61 24.00£2.83 0.002
Others 11.25+7.39 23.70+7.72 <0.001
Awareness of health condition 0.609 0.662
Good 14.70+6.38 25.11+5.57 <0.001
Average 12.67+7.81 25.10£6.22 <0.001
Bad 12.32+7.68 27.56+2.83 <0.001
Very bad 10.79+7.37 26.67+3.51 0.002

Values are presented as mean + standard variation.
P values are calculated by #-test and ANOVA test.

P values for comperison of between North korean refugees and Outpatient participants
®P values for linear trend.
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Table 4. Health literacy total score according to the special
characteristics of North Korean refugees

Characteristics N (%) Total score P
Total refugee period’, y 0.818
<3 16(11.3)  14.63+8.00
35 31(21.8)  12.1627.32
5-10 38 (26.8) 12.71+7.09
>10 56 (39.4) 14.39+7.92
South .Koirea residence 0.640
period’, y
<3 32(22.5) 14.19+7.18
35 32(225)  11.53%6.45
5-10 45(317)  14.938.19
>10 33(232)  12.58+7.78
Occupation 0.902
Administrative position 3(2.1) 15.67+3.28
Office worker 20 (14.1) 12.35+8.47
Sales position and 11(77)  13.0910.49
services
Technical position 13 (9.2) 13.92+9.96
Housewife 37(26.1)  12.89+6.71
Unemployed 6(4.2) 10.67+7.31
Others 52(36.6)  11.60+6.82

Values are presented as meanzstandard variation or number (%).
P values are calculated by ANOVA test.
*P values for linear trend.

3. SBI0[RTIT 5t BIX} MO0l LTI RS
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H(P=0.023) A7} HolslsEo] HojX= A= Uyt
CHTable 5, 6).

Figure 1. Comparisons of health literacy score between
North Korean refugees and outpatient participants. All P
values are <0.001. P values are calculated by t-test. A thin
vertical line in the bar is the range of the lowest health
literacy score and the highest health literacy score in each
section and total score.

35

30 T

25

20

M North korean refugees

15 — M Outpatient participants

10 I

Section 1° Section 2° Section 3° Total Score

‘Section 1: The medical vocabulary.
*Section 2: The numeracy.
‘Section 3: The reading comprehension.
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Table 5. Multiple regression anaysis to identify the indepen-
dant related factors of North Korean refugees on health
literacy total score

Table 6. Multiple regression anaysis to identify the indepen-
dant related factors of outpatient participants on health
literacy total score

Characteristics Coefficient t P Characteristics Coefficient 3 P
Age 0.008 0.099 0.922 Age -0.419 -3.571 0.001
Gender Gender

Male 0.000 Male 0.000

Female 0.248 2.523 0.013 Female 0.190 2.014 0.047
Educational period, y Educational period, y

<12 0.000 <12 0.000

>12 -0.025 -0.197 0.767 >12 0.186 1.800 0.075
Drinking status Marital status

Non-drinking 0.000 Single 0.000

Drinking -0.045 -0.466 0.642 Married 0.160 1.419 0.159
R’ (adjust R?) 0.074 (0.047) Divorced -0.021 -0.221 0.826
P values are calculated by multiple regression analysis. Bereaved -0.035 -0.352 0.726
Adjusted by age, gender, educational period, drinking status. Number of diseases
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