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Adaptation Experiences in South Korea of Men defecting from North Korea
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Purpose: The study was done to explore meanings and essence of the experience in South Korea of men defectors from
North Korea. Methods: Data were collected from March, 2011 to May, 2012, through in-depth interviews with ten men defec-
tors. Data analysis was conducted using the process of hermeneutic phenomenological reflection. Results: Eight essential
themes were extracted; ‘buoyant expectation for a new life’, ‘feeling guilty about family left behind in North Korea’, ‘inability to
become acclimatized due to communication difficulties’, ‘inability to socialize with South Koreans due to different lifestyles’,
‘finding strength through trustworthy acquaintances’, ‘continuing reconciliation with oneself while trying to assimilate into
South Korean culture’, ‘self-realization of one’s original self’, and ‘continuing to feel out the possibility of a future in South Ko-
rea’. Conclusion: The findings indicate that North Korean men who defect to South Korea shape their identity through three
phases: forming self-image during escape from North Korea, trying to become accustomed to South Korean society, and find-
ing their own identity by self-realization of their original self. Eventually, the whole process enables them to recover their identi-
ty, to feel a sense of belonging, and to discover possibilities for a better future.
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Table 1. The Essential Themes Experienced by North Korean Defectors in South Korea
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Themes

Essential themes

Expecting to live according to one’s own wil
Being full of hopefulness toward a new life

Agonizing over family left behind in North Korea
Blaming oneself for not fulffiling the role of the head of one’s household
Desiring to provide help for the family living in North Korea

Feeling a sense of difference and disregard due to different everyday words
Feeling a sense of alienation due to unfamiliar foreign language

Suffering from physical toll due to drinking culture

Feeling hypersensitivity in forming interpersonal relations due to differences in eating habits

Being overwhelmed with the competitiveness in the capitalistic society
Regretting moving to South Korea with discrimination and disdain

Being relieved by interacting with other North Korean defectors

Learning the way of living in South Korea with help provided by people with no personal motives

Being buoyed up by trust from family members in South Korea

Experiencing trial and error in determination of one's life path
Making efforts to adjust to South Koreans
Exploring strategies to adapt to the society

Clinging to “my way”
Desiring to find true self-image not as a South Korean
Trying to overcome difficult situations through a “tenacious, daring spirit”

Hoping for successful lives of one’s children in South Korean society
Expecting to reunite with the family left behind in North Korea

Being pleasant with planning for a better future following work and its reward
Wanting to assist other North Korean defectors and live together well

Buoyant expectation for a new life

Feeling of guilty about family left behind in North Korea

Inability to become acclimatized due to communication
difficutties

Inability to socialize with South Koreans due to different
lifestyles

Finding strength through trustworthy acquaintances

Continuing reconciliation with oneself who is trying to

assimilate into South Korean culture

Self-realization of one's original self

Continuing to feel out the possibility of the future in South
Korea
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