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Issues and Problems of Adaptation of North Korean Defectors to South
Korean Society: An In-depth Interview Study with 32 Defectors

Woo Taek Jeon

—— Abstract

The number of North Koreans defecting to South Korea is increasing rapidly. They are important people to South Korean
society not only for humanitarian reasons, but also for their impact on the future Korean unification and the integration
of the two different South and North Korean peoples. However, the defectors have experienced many difficulties in their
adaptation to South Korean society due to their own characteristics and due to the misunderstandings of the South Korean
people. To obtain comprehensive qualitative data about the characteristics and difficulties of North Korean defectors’ adap-
tation to South Korean society, 58 semi-structured in-depth interviews were performed with 32 defectors who had entered
South Korea from 1990 to 1997. Four categories of adaptation difficulties were encountered, which are related with the
defectors’ suspiciousness, different ways of thinking, searching for new sets of values, and with the prejudice of the South
Korean people. Finally, three areas of suggestions for the more successful adaptation of the defectors to South Korean
society were made; a need for more comprehensive perspectives on the defectors’ adaptation, suggestions regarding educa-
tional programs and suggestions for educating the South Korean people.
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INTRODUCTION

The Korean people have existed as a single ethnic
group for over 2000 years and have lived under a
single nation-state for more than 1300 years. Follow-
ing the arbitrary division of Korea at the end of
World War II, South Korea has evolved into a capi-
talistic industrial society with an open door policy
towards foreign countries. By contrast, North Korea
has remained a closed society, whose highly refined
communist ideology is centered on a single absolute
leader. In addition to these ideological differences, the
Korean War (1950—1953) caused tremendous suffer-
ing among the Korean people and fostered a strong
sense of suspicion between the North and South
Koreans. This suspicion has been maintained by the
complete lack of public and private communications
for more than 50 years, even for family reunions or

Received February 14, 2000

Accepted March 31, 2000

Department of Psychiatry, Yonsei University College of Medicine,
Seoul, Korea.

Address reprint request to Dr. W. T. Jeon, Department of
Psychiatry, Yonsei University College of Medicine, C.P.O. Box 8044,
Seoul 120-752, Korea. Tel: 82-2-361-5480, Fax: 82-2-313-0891,
E-mail: wtjeon@yumc.yonsei.ac kr

Yonsei Med J Vol. 41, No. 3, 2000

academic research. Despite possessing a common his-
tory, language, culture, and set of customs, the pro-
longed separation and ideological division of the
Korean peninsula has gradually produced two differ-
ent peoples. As a result, just like Germany or Viet-
nam,1~3 one of the main obstacles to unification has
been the difference growing between the two.peoples.
It been almost impossible for North Korean people
to move to South Korea because of the tight restric-
tions placed on them by the North Korean govern-
ment. However, the number of defectors has begun
to increase with North Korea’s recent economic and
political difficulties and famine. Although there have
been sporadic North Korean defectors since 1945,
their number has been very small. There were 59
defectors from 1971 until 1980; 63 from 1981 until
1990. In the 90’s, there were 9 in 1991, 8 in 1992,
and 8 in 1993. However since 1994, the number has
rapidly increased. There were 52 defectors in 1994,
41 in 1995, 56 in 1996, 85 in 1997, 71 in 1998,
and 148 in 1999.* In addition, many more defectors
are currently residing in China and Russia hoping to
eventually come to South Korea. Although estimated

at between - 2,000—320,000 by the South Korean

governr'nent,4 many NGOs involved with North
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Korea and North Korean defectors estimate the ac-
tual figure as being between 100,000 and 500,000.

Considering the total population of North Korea
is 22 million, the number of defectors is indeed very
small. But they are important for the following rea-
sons. Firstly, there is the possibility that the number
of defectors will increase rapidly over a short period
of time if the famine and the economic crisis in North
Korea continue. Even though the North Koreans in
China are not officially allowed to enter South Korea,
many try hard to do so. In the event of legal changes
allowing their immigration, the number will increase
dramatically. Secondly, to the South Koreans, these
defectors are uniquely valuable to the future Korean
unification, as the defectors are the first and only
North Korean people whom they can meet directly
and live with. Through these limited experiences,
South Koreans form opinions and impressions about
the general North Korean population and unification.
For example, if South Korean people form an impres-
sion that North Korean defectors can adapt to South
Korean society successfully and that they are good for
South Korean society, their attitude to unification will
be more positive. But if they do not form a good im-
pression, that will be connected with a South Korean
negative opinion about all North Korean people and
unification. Thirdly, to the North Koreans, the defec-
tors are important because North Koreans are report-
edly very sensitive to rumors about how the defectors
are treated by the South Korean government and how
the defectors adjust to the capitalistic South Korean
society. Hence the life and adaptation of defectors in
South Korea may influence the attitude of North
Korean people to South Korea and unification. Four-
thly, the interactions between the defectors and the
South Korean people will help predict the future
interactions between the North and South Korean
peoples following unification. Although the defectors
do not represent the North Korean population, they
are the only subjects available for research.

There have been many immigrants and refugees in
the world who leave their hometown and mother land
and adjust to new places.” Studies of such groups
have reported that even though their social situations
are different, they have many common difficulties in
their aldaptation.é'9 But at the same time, it has been
pointed out that one of the most common misunder-
standings about refugees is that they are considered
to be one group with the same characteristics and

abilities. But the fact is that refugees are very hetero-
geneous people consisting of differences in age, gen-
der, personal history, trauma history, mental status,
ability and characteristics.">™* So understanding the
difference and diversity of North Korean defectors is
important.

There have been several studies regarding the ad-
aptation of North Korean defectors to South Korean
But most of these studies possess the
following shortcomings. Firstly, most of these studies
focus on obtaining basic statistical data on the de-
fectors and thus obtain only superficial information.
Secondly, the defectors are usually very suspicious
towards other people and reluctant to openly express
their opinions or describe their personal situations.
Mail surveys or simply structured interviews have
yielded poor and stereotypical results without gaining
exact or comprehensive information. This has led to
difficulties between the defectors and the South
Korean government. Despite providing financial assis-
tance, housing, and job placement, the government
has been the target of criticism by the defectors. And
there have been difficulties and misunderstandings
between the defectors and the South Korean people,
too. With the presence of these problems, a compre-
hensive understanding of the defectors is necessary.

The twin purposes of this study are firstly, to ob-
tain qualitative data about the defectors’ adaptation
to South Korean society through which a comprehen-
sive understanding of the defectors and their life can
be made, and secondly, to make some practical sug-
gestions to facilitate the defectors’ successful adapta-
tion to South Korean society in the future.

. 15-22
society.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Any attempt to study North Korean defectors is
inherently difficult. Even though they live freely in
South Korea without invasive surveillance, the politi-
cal and military tension between South and North
Korea and defectors’ own experiences in North Korea
make them very cautious and suspicious in their be-
havior. Usually they are reluctant to talk about them-
selves to others, as they fear that they are under sus-
picion and surveillance by the South Korean govern-
ment. Some defectors frequently change their phone
numbers to avoid contacts with other people. This is
one reason why questionnaires and superficial inter-
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views have had little success. In view of these diffi-
culties, in-depth interviews were designed and pre-
pared for this research, in the following manner:

Face-to-face in-depth interviews were held from
October 1995 to June 1997. The subjects were se-
lected from the defectors who had entered South
Korea from 1990 to 1997. No limitations were placed
on the basis of age, gender, education, social status,
or escape route. Because of the characteristics of the
defectors, no random sampling was possible. 3 meth-
ods were utilized in finding subjects. Firstly, in a vari-
ant of the Snowball method,”® new defectors were ap-
proached with the help and introduction of previously
interviewed defectors or others who had a close rela-
tionship with them. As the researcher was introduced
as someone who was not a government agent, the
defectors believed that the researcher was a reliable
individual to. whom they could speak frankly. 28 out
of the total 32 subjects (87.5%) were contacted via
this method. Secondly, the remaining 4 defectors
(12.5%) voluntarily contacted the researcher wanting
to receive some help for their physical problems. In
no cases were interviews conducted in the presence
of government - officials.

To obtain more accurate data in the interviews, the
following methods were utilized.

First, prior to the interviews, the researcher tried
to establish a personal relationship with the defectors
and make them feel comfortable. Engaging in small

talk and providing personal data on his own back- -

ground, the researcher then fully explained the pur-
pose of his study and informed them that some good
might come out of their difficulties if they partici-
pated in this “important study”. Emphasizing that
honesty is the most critical factor in this study, the
researcher solicited the subject’s voluntary participa-
tion.

Second, the researcher agreed not to disclose their
identity and certain interview contents, which they
wished to keep confidential. ‘

Third, all defectors were very reluctant to sign the
informed consent paper because of their concerns re-
garding their anonymity. In this regard, the researcher
agreed to accept oral informed consent:

Fourth, the defectors were reluctant to be tape re-
-corded or video taped. Thus, the researcher wrote
only brief notes during the interviews and wrote a full
record - afterwards which included some quotations
and observations.
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Fifth, before the interviews, the researcher stated
that if the subjects felt uncomfortable or found the
questions difficult to answer, they did not have to
answer the questions. And the questions were not
structured and were usually open-ended.

Sixth, the researcher tried to have more than one
interview with each subject, making the interviews
more comfortable and intimate. When there were
some questions that were difficult to answer immedi-
ately, the questions were moved to the next interview
and an answer was not forced in that session.

Although the interviews were not structured, four
key questions were included in each interview:

1. How did you live in South Korea? 2. What have
been the difficulties in your life in South Korea? 3.
How did you live in North Korea? 4. How did you
defect from North Korea and enter South Korea?

Because their previous lives in North Korea are
sensitive issues to the defectors, they were usually
asked such questions in the latter part of the inter-
views. However, the order of the questions varied and
certain questions were added based on the attitude
of the subjects and the subjects’ responses.

RESULTS
Demographic data

The interviews were conducted between October
1995 and June 1997 with a total of 32 subjects in
58 interviews. The range in the number of interviews
per person was 1—4 and the mean frequency of inter-
views per person was 1.81. Each interview session
lasted between 2 and 5 hours (average 3.4 hours). 28
subjects were male and 4 subjects were female. The
age range was 15 to 63 with a mean age of 35.1
years (SD 8.5). Some important demographic and
socioeconomic data from within the three major pe-
riods in the defectors’ lives are as follows;

Life in North Korea-Highest level of education
attained: 4 attained elementary school education, 8
attained middle and high school education, 8 enrolled
in professional engineering school, 9 in college, and
3 in graduate school. Occupation: 12 laborers, 8 stu-
dents, 5 public officials, 4 professional workers, and
3 others. 14 were members of the North Korean
communist party while 18 were not. 12 had served
in the army and 20 did not.
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Defection-22 defected alone while 10 defected™
with their families: 1 defected in 1990, 1 in 1991,
1 in 1992, 3 in 1993, 7 in 1994, 8 in 1995, 6 in
1996, and 5 in 1997. 22 defected via China, and 10
via other countries such as Russia. The defectors did
not wish to express or have reported their reasons for
defection. Bur these included having a suspect family
background or origin which limited their opportu-
nities in the North, a family member being placed
in a concentration camp, a difficult relationship with
a workplace superior, etc.

Life in South Korea-Occupation: 5 laborers, 4
office workers, 9 students; 2 professional workers, 2
business owners, 2 housewives, and 8 unemployed. 17
have attended religious meetings (12 Christianity, 3
Catholic, and 2 Buddhism) while 15 have not.

Adaptation difficulties

Adaptation difficulties related to the defectors’
suspiciousness: One of the most striking character-
istics of the defectors is their suspicious attitude to-
wards outsiders. There are three problems associated
with this characteristic.

First, personal loneliness and difficulties in becom-
ing acquainted with others. When the subjects were
asked what is the most difficult thing in their life in
South Korea, the most common answer was loneliness
(21 defectors, 65%). The defectors stated that it is
difficult for them to get close to South Korean people
because of their low economic status, cultural differ-
ences, and a lack of assurances that they would be
accepted. Many defectors (11 subjects, 34.3%) said
that it is difficult for them to make friends among
other defectors because of their suspiciousness towards
each other or because of ideological and political
differences.

Second, a tendency not to live together in groups.
North Korean defectors who escaped by themselves
without their family and lived in South Korea by
themselves were suspicious of living together with
other defectors. This makes their present life more
lonely and difficult. In this study, no subject lived
with any other defectors. The reasons for this are as
follows: 1) Some subjects pointed out that the other
defectors might be North Korean agents (4 subjects,
12.5%). 2) The subjects were concerned that the
other defectors might inform personal details of their
lives to the South Korean government (7 subjects,

21.8%). 3) Some of the subjects who defected alone
are generally inclined towards solving problems alone
(3 subjects, 9.3%).

Third, refusing to become involved with their
sponsors’ family. One method used to facilitate the
defectors’ adaptation to South Korean society is to
have the defectors become involved with their spon-
sors’ and their families. Indeed, many South Korean
sponsors have volunteered to open their homes to the
defectors. However, in this study, out of 22 subjects
who defected alone, all but one refused to live with
their sponsors, instead choosing to live alone. The
reasons for this are as follows: 1) In North Korea, the
subjects had been forced to live collectively. Conse-
quently, the subjects feel that the most important
aspect of their life in South Korea is their enjoyment
of individual freedom and thus they refuse to become
involved in any social group. 2) Because they were
continually under surveillance in North Korea, the
defectors feared that their sponsors were watching
them. 3) 6 subjects stated that they felt guilty about
leaving their family and did not wish to betray their
memory by joining a foster family.

Adaptation difficulties related to different ways
of thinking: The subjects’ way of thinking can be
summarized into five areas.

First, the subjects thought in collective terms. In-
deed, they declared that the most striking aspect of
the South Korean people is their individualistic be-
havior and way of thinking (21 subjects, 65.6%).
However, many subjects did not think that individu-
alism was superior to collectivism (14 subjects, 43.7%).
As stated by one adolescent defector:

“In clean-up time in North Korean schools, stu-
dents who have finished their work earlier usually
help others. But in South Korean schools, students
who have finished their work earlier play together. At
first, it was very strange to me”

Second, their indoctrination in North Korea has
given the subjects a very rigid way of thinking, which
views the world in black and white terms. In North
Korea, the social and educational environment has
taught people to respond in black and white terms.
For example, they were taught that their leader Kim
1l Sung was a perfect individual and that they should
give him their absolute respect and obedience. At the
same time, they were taught to hate the South
Korean government and the US, which epitomizes all
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that, is evil. Through these experiences, they have
developed very dichotomic and paranoid ways of
thinking; looking at any compromise as an act of
cowardice. Some defectors' comments;

“I found it difficult to accept that people can pos-
sess different opinions or that things can be value-
neutral”

“When I found that other defectors possess differ-
ent political opinions about North Korea, I usually
refused to accept these differences and simply discon-
tinued the relationship with those defectors. 1 believe
this is right”.

Third, the subjects were ambivalent towards the
concept of money (25 subjects, 78.1%). Taught in
North Korea that money is the instrument of slavery
in a capitalistic society and that it is the symbol of
personal selfishness and evil, the subjects have an
ambivalent attitude towards money. As stated by one
defector:

“I do not want to be a slave to money. But at
the same time, I desperately need money to live in
this society. At first, when I received money after my
first anti-communism lecture in South Korea, I felt
insulted; because in North Korea, a lecture could not
be regarded as labor and I did that from my heart.
But if I take money, it looks like I am only speaking
for financial gain”

Fourth, the defectors have strong expectations
about the financial support given to them by the
South Korean government. But they stated that the
financial support they receive is not sufficient and
smaller than what they had expected (19, defectors,
60%). Until 1993, the South Korean government
gave relatively large amounts of financial support to
the defectors (average 30,800 US dollars). But since
1994, as the number of defectors increased rapidly,
the financial support was dramatically reduced (aver-
-age 12,500 US dollars)."*?' In response, the defectors
have complained as follows: 1) Their financial diffi-
culties and their problems in finding a job have made
them more sensitive to this issue (23 subjects, 71.8%).
2) In North Korea, they were taught that egali-
tarianism is the most important aspect of social justice
and were angry at the fact that the South Korean
government does not treat defectors equally (21 sub-
jects, 65.6%). 3) Suspicious that they were receiving
less than their fellows, the defectors would constantly
seek to compare with each other the amount of finan-
cial support given to them by the South Korean
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government (15 subjects, 46.8%).

Fifth, there were adaptation difficulties related to
their sponsors as follows: 1) Some subjects (6 defec-
tors, 19%) stated that they were embarrassed when
they heard that their sponsor would give them monthly
financial support. Although for their sponsors, that
was the most important aspect of their relationship,
the defectors felt that this degraded their relationship
to one based on money. 2) The subjects misunder-
stood the nature of religions in South Korea (8 defec-
tors, 25%). In the south, most sponsors come from
religious organizations. However, not fully under-
standing the situation in the north, the sponsors en-
couraged the defectors to regularly attend church ses-
sions. Taught in the north that religion is evil and
exploitative, the defectors felt that they were being
forced to attend church and were reminded of the
ideological indoctrination sessions in the north. This
put considerable strain on the relationship between
the defectors. and their sponsors.

Adaptation difficulties related to the prejudice
of the South Korean society: This study has shown
that the subjects believe that the South Korean peo-
ple have prejudice against them. These impressions
and prejudices are the cause of mutual misunder-
standings and adaptation problems. The prejudices
which defectors thought that the South Korean peo-
ple have toward them are as follows:

“Because defectors abandoned their family in
North Korea, they will not be warm-hearted and
will not pay much attention to their family”; Most
of the subjects defected without their families (22
defectors, 69%) and many of them could not even
inform their families of their intention to defect (14
defectors, 44%). Knowing that their families would
suffer because of their defection, the subjects’ sense
of guilt was so strong that most do not even wish
to talk about their family. As stated by one defector:

“I have one recurring nightmare. I return to North
Korea and visit my home. But my parents are not
there. At that moment, my younger sister comes to
me and ushers me into a strange room. Inside, there
is a white cloth, which covers the dead bodies of my
parents. My sister tells me that the North Korean
government killed them due to my defection. I cry
bitterly and awake to find myself wet with tears”.

But the defectors also realize that the South Korean
people look down on them because they abandoned
their families. That causes deep anguish for them.
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However, to some defectors, this guilty feeling plays
a role in setting goals for their lives in South Korea.
Those subjects stated that they were willing to work
hard to make money with which they could help their
families following unification. But at the same time,
this sense of guilt can also cause psychological prob-
lems and self-destructive behavior such as persistent
anxiety (22 defectors, 69%), depressed moods (15 de-
fectors, 47%), insomnia (11 defectors, 34%), excessive
alcohol drinking (9 defectors, 28.1%), recurrent night-
mares (7 defectors, 22%), feelings of chest tightness
(4 defectors, 13%) and back pain (4 defectors, 13%).

“Because the defectors were educated in North
Korea and escaped, they must either be extremely
pro-Communist or extremely anti-Communist”;
Indeed, the defectors were strongly indoctrinated with
communist ideology. However, many subjects stated
that the North Korean people are not so concerned
about ideology. As absolute obedience to ideology is
more important than its content, the subjects (11
subjects, 34.7%) have stated that ideology was only
a “survival tool” to them that is kept far from the
people’s daily lives and understandings. The subjects
defected from the north not because they were anti-
Communist but because of personal problems which
made their lives difficult under the North Korean
regime. And although they detest Kim Il-Sung and
Kim Jung-Il, that does not mean that they are anti-
Communist. The defectors’ experiences of living and
being educated in a communist country seem to be
related with their difficulty in adapting to a capi-
talistic society.

“Because North Korea is a collectivistic society,
defectors will have a high aptitude for collective
behavior”; It is true that the North Korean people
live extremely collectivistic and organized lives under
the slogan of “All for one, One for all”. But in the

“south, the subjects did not want to live with other
defectors or their South Korean sponsors because of
their personal suspiciousness. This shows that the ten-
sion, stress, and suspiciousness of the North Korean
defectors are very strong and cause considerable diffi-
culties in their lives in South Korea.

“Because North Korea is a very underdeveloped
communist country and South Korea is a devel-
oped capitalistic society, the defectors will be un-
able to make money and will be completely de-
pendent on their sponsors and the South Korean
government”; It is true that, at fitst, most defectors

have a difficulty in finding a job because their skills
and education in North Korea are not suited for their
new jobs in the south. However, many defectors dis-
played considerable aptitude in learning new skills
and techniques. Others showed a high aptitude for-
making money in the south. In this regard, they were
dependent on neither the government nor their spon-
sor. Therefore, it should be acknowledged that the
defectors possess varying levels of ability and aptitude
towards making a living. And the programs for defec-
tors such as job training or social education need to
be individually differentiated according to the ability
and aptitude of each defector.

“Because South and North Korean people are
all Koreans from the same ethnic group and use
the same language, the defectors and South
Korean people can get along very easily without
problems”; The subjects (7 subjects, 21.8%) com-
plainied that the South Korean people have too high
expectations about the defectors’ ability to assimilate
to South Korean society. As stated by one defector:

“When South Korean people initially meet us, they
are usually very curious about us and wonder how
they should treat us. But once we become a little
better acquainted, they usually ignore the fact that
we were born in and lived in North Korea, and ex-
pect us to think and behave just like South Koreans”.

Adaptation difficulties in finding a new set of
values: Many defectors (14 defectors, 44%) said that
they feel their lives in North Korea were worthless.
Despite being taught in North Korea that Kim II-

Sung was a great leader, North Korea was a paradise,
“and North Koreans were the happiest people in the

world, in south Korea, the defectors began to realize
that they were deceived and their lives in North
Korea were miserable and abnormal. Feeling con-
fused, the subjects become skeptical about their social
and political beliefs, the nature of human relationships
in North Korea, and the meaning of their lives in
North Korea.

But at the same time, this study, shows that the
ability of the defectors to overcome their difficulties
is dependent on their perception that their difficulties
have some meaning. As stated by two subjects:

“Even though I defected from North Korea, I still
believe in some of the ideas of communism. But we
could not live according to those principles in the
north. While in the south, I visited a religious com-
munity where volunteers were caring for thousands of
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homeless and terminal patients very sincerely. I wept,

thinking that this is the place which I had dreamed
of in the north but which was never realized. I now
want to send money to that religious community.
Maybe I should work hard in order to do so”.

“When I escaped from North Korea to a third

country, I managed to arrive at the South Korean
embassy. During my first night there, I saw a Bible
for the first time. Reading it, I felt as if I had been
struck by electricity. That made me think that there
is another New World which I should learn about
just as I had learned about the communist ideology”.
It is thus important to recognize that the defectors
are struggling to find for themselves a new sense of
values. In this, religion plays an important role. In-
deed, 17 subjects stated that they attend religious
meetings regularly. But at the same time, most defec-
tors stated that they feel uncomfortable towards reli-
gion, in particular its supernatural aspects, despite
agreeing with its principle of loving others.

DISCUSSION
Actitude of defectors towards interviews
In spite of their suspiciousness at the beginning,

most of the subjects were very serious and revealed
their opinions openly and frankly to the researcher.

Some even stated that; “I am saying to you something

that I did not reveal to the South Korean government

during its investigation”. These attitudes seem to be

based on the following reasons. ‘
Firstly, the subjects were lonely so they wanted to
have friends or people whom they could trust and
speak to frankly. Sécondly, they wanted some neutral
ot supportive advocates to speak on their behalf to
the South Korean government and people. Thirdly,
they wanted to contribute to Korean unification and
realized that participating in this interview is mean-
ingful for that contribution. Fourthly, the researcher's
considerate and careful approach during the inter-
view, which was designed to provide frank and honest
support without arousing any suspicion, appeared to
work. Though there are obvious difficulties, it is pos-
sible to approach defectors and gather data informa-
tion with well-prepared and designed interview tech-
niques. ‘
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Suggestions for more successful adaptation by the
defectors

A need for more comprehensive perspectives on
the defectors’ adaptation: Previous studies regarding

" Indochinese refugees in western countries” also re-

vealed that their processes of adaptation have several
stages and that those different aspects of their adapta-
tion become more salient in different stages.zéi"28 This
study showed that the North Korean defectors also
experienced multi-wave trauma.

First wave-trauma occurred in North Korea, which
was very severe and led to their decision to escape
from North Korean, even at the risk of their lives.
In addition, their decision to defect, along with their
preparations in this regard, were also causes of con-
siderable stress.

Second wave-trauma occurred during the period of
defection. Their escape from North Korea was very
dangerous, and many defectors crossed the Chino-
Korean border by swimming or by walking on the
frozen surface of the rivers at the border of the two
nations. In China, these defectors were in danger
because North Korean and Chinese security police
were searching for them. Because of the diplomatic
situation between South Korea and China, the defec-
tors were unable to enter South Korea quickly or
easily. Instead they had to hide and wait until they
received permission to  enter. Lasting from several
weeks to several years, this period was difficult on the
defectors. '

Third wave-trauma occurred after entering South
Korea. Upon their arrival, they were investigated by

- the South Korean government which caused a lot of

tension to them. The defectors typically are restricted
to a limited area under surveillance for several months.
Although it was a period of hope, it was also a period
of stress and anxiety.

Finally, the fourth wave-trauma occurred after they
began to live in the South Korean society. Beginning
with high expectations and joy, the defectors would
soon confront all the financial problems and other
difficulties associated with adaptation previously de-
scribed in this study.

Even though the defectors experience multi-wave
trauma and difficulties, the South Korean people and
South Korean government typically do not pay much
attention to the first three waves. Typically, they only
concern themselves with the adaptation problems of
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the defectors in the south. But the adaptation pat-
terns and the defectors’ attitudes regarding them are
closely related with their previous life experiences.
Therefore, in observing their characteristics, such as
suspiciousness, we should consider their previous suf-
fering and trauma. It is thus necessary that defectors
should be viewed from a more comprehensive and
multi-axial concept. '

Suggestions regarding educational programs:
This study showed that an educational program aim-
ing at helping the defectors to prepare for their adap-
tation to South Korean society should be held during
the South Korean government’s inspection period.

First, helping the defectors to understand the capi-
talistic South Korean society. Guendelman® reported
that refugees from Chile and Argentina who had been
persecuted by the right-wing governments because of
their left-wing ideology had difficulties in adapting to
life in the United States. This situation can also be
applied to the case of North Korean defectors. It is
necessary to recognize that even though they defected
from North Korea, they were educated in a very
strong communism ideology and the influence of that
education is still strong in their minds. And  the
defectors do not have much knowledge about South
Korean society. Thus, they do not understand the
working of life in a capitalistic system. Usually the
defectors do not know why they have to work hard
in the south in spite of seeing how wealthy it is

compared to North Korea. Believing that equality is -

the most important social justice, they insist that no
differences in compensation should be permitted and
always compare their own income or level of financial
support with that being received by the other de-
fectors. Thus, education about capitalistic system is
essential for their future work life and for their moti-
vation to their job training.

Second, helping defectors acknowledge that there
can be more than one opinion regarding a particular
issue. . To help defectors overcome their dichotomic
thinking pattern, several methods which were found
to be helpful in the interviews of this study can be
proposed as follows: 1) Defector need to be helped
to openly have individual and group conversations
with other defectors and specialists regarding the
relative strengths of North and South Korea in order
to provide them with a sense of meaning regarding
their lives in the north. This will not only help adjust
their thinking pattern but also imbue them with a

.o
- to the new society.

new sense of self-esteem and self-confidence. 2) The
defectors should be allowed an opportunity to discuss
and decide some of the contents of their own educa-
tional program for themselves. To give them a sense
of choice is critical to help them adapt to their future
life.

Third, it is likely that the people with highly trau-
matized histories and symptoms of depression will
have a great possibility of failing in their adaptation
M Thus, screening out those vul-
nerable defectors during this period and intervening
to help them should be one of the main program
contents for this educational program. In this study,
the researcher experienced that many defectors felt
greatly relieved when they heard that their psycho-
logical and psychosomatic symptoms are a normal
kind. of response to an abnormal situation and that
most other defectors also have similar problems.

Suggestions for educating the South Korean
people: The findings of this study showed that there
are several areas’ requiring the education of South
Korean people.

First, there are problems related to. South Koreans’
over-expectations towards. defectors’ adaptation. As
Murphy6 has noted, multicultural societies do not
generally force individuals to change their ways of
life, and usually have viable ethnic social support
groups to assist individuals in the acculturation proc-
ess. In contrast, monistic societies place more pres-
sures on acculturation individuals to. change their
ways of life, and often don’t provide social support
for them. As in the north, the South Korean people
live in a very monistic society. Thus, the South
Korean people do not have a great deal of experience
living together with those who are different. Because
North Korean defectors speak the same language
and are of the same ethnic background, most South
Koreans assume that once the defectors arrive in the
south, they will adapt to South Korean mannerisms
and norms in every aspect easily. In this regard, the
South Korean people do not acknowledge the unique
characteristics, experiences, and thinking patterns of
the defectors. This ignorance is the source of consider-
able stress between them and the defectors.

Second, South Koreans need to learn how to have
frank discussions with the defectors. One of the typi-
cal characteristics of the defectors is their suspicious-
ness. People who deal with helping the defectors need
to understand this characteristic and not respond
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negatively to it. In this regard, the South Koreans
should be trained to communicate with the defectors
in a clear, frank, and simple manner in order to help
alleviate the defectors’ suspiciousness and prevent
misunderstanding.

Third, it was reported that the prejudices and ac-
companying acts of discrimination of the host country
people have a negative impact on the self-concept and
mental health of traumatized refugees or victims.’*>*
And previous studies about Vietnamese refugees have
reported that the most difficult aspect of their lives
was their sense of guilt about their remaining family
in Vietnam and that their first wish was to meet their
families.””” South Koreans need to overcome the
prejudice, which the defectors stated that the South
Koreans have towards them in their opinion.

Fourth, a preparatory educational program for spon-
sors is necessary. In this regard, sponsors need to
learn the general psychological characteristics of the
defectors as well as hear the experiences of other
sponsors. Only the people who receive this education
should be allowed to be sponsors.

Fifth, South Korean people need to learn to respect
the defectors’ previous lives in the north and not sim-
ply denounce it as meaningless and shameful. Recog-
nizing and dealing with this problem will help the
defectors attain a new sense of self-esteem.

Future research

Until now, very few things about the problems of
adaptation of the North Korean defectors to the
South Korean society have been known. Thus, the
many findings of this study can be a starting point
for future studies. The South Korean government
already has started educational programs to help
North Korean defectors adapt to South Korean soci-
ety. The analysis of the experience of that program
will be very informative and provide valuablé data
regarding -the future integration of the North and
South Korean people. And a longitudinal study about
the defectors’ adaptation to South Korean society and
a study about the acculturation process of defectors
will also be an important one for the furure Korean
unification. In the world like this, with conflicts and
antagonisms so predominant, the trial and research of
the integration and reconciliation of the two different
Korean people could be one of the meaningful experi-
ments for humankind.
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