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Introduction 
Since United States and Soviet troops split the Korean peninsula in 1945, Koreans have been 

defecting from both North and South Korea.  Ideological differences and the suffering of the 

Korean people during the Korean War created a strong sense of suspicion between the North and 

South. Therefore, defections, especially those that happened between 1953 and 1990 are taken 

very seriously as they are seen as traitorous actions to a nation and not as a way to put food on 

the table — as is the case with most defections today.
1
 Due to the engrained gender roles in 

North Korea, the reasons for defecting are often different for males and females.
2
 This paper will 

look at the reasons and goals of each gender of North Korean defectors and determine if there are 

major differences in their assimilation. More specifically, does one gender have a better chance 

of succeeding in South Korea after defecting from North Korea based on their goals of defection 

and their quality of life in South Korea?  The focus will be on defectors who left North Korea 

after 1991 and successfully made it to South Korea. 

According to Andrei Lankov there are four distinct periods of defection that reflect the history of 

migration between North and South Korea.
3
  The first period ranges from the division of the 

peninsula (1945) to the Korean War armistice (1953).  At the beginning when the U.S. and 

Soviet Union were each controlling their half of the peninsula, the border was poorly protected, 

giving those who wanted to cross high chances of success. Due to the quick division of families 

during the power change from Japan to U.S. and Soviet troops, some defections were motivated 

by the urge to reunite with spouses and children on the other side of the border.  However, the 

majority of defections were motivated by the political system being developing in the Soviet-

controlled North, which singled out people who appeared suspicious or hostile to Soviet 

controlled authorities.  The outbreak of the Korean War on June 25, 1950, also increased the 

number of defectors. Due to the chaos and violence caused by the war, it was easier for citizens 

to leave their country undetected. It should be noted that during the first decade of North Korean 

history 10% of its entire population moved to South Korea.
4
  

The second period lasted from 1953-1991, from the end of the Korean War until the collapse of 

the Soviet Union.
5
 During this time there were just small trickles of defections. The trip to South 

Korea was difficult but well rewarded. Defections during this post-war era helped fuel the 

competition of international legitimacy between North and South Korea. With each defection 

from the North, South Korea could present itself to the rest of the world as a more attractive and 

superior country.  Post-war defectors, especially those who brought valuable intelligence, were 

greeted in the South with enthusiasm and generosity. Each defector was eligible to receive a 

lifelong stipend that would ensure a comfortable middle-class lifestyle.  Defectors were also 

provided with nice apartments by the state, and in some cases, personal bodyguards. Additional 
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monetary awards were given to defectors who had valuable military and government 

intelligence. Also, those who participated in anti-communist propaganda received sums of 

money. Despite these large rewards, only 607 North Koreans defected to the South between 1953 

and 1989.
6
 The change in numbers can be chalked up to more strict border control on each side 

of the de-militarized zone (DMZ), the discontinuation of information from the outside world into 

North Korea and the lack of appeal to live in South Korea (the transformative economic growth 

of South Korea did not happen until after this period).  

During the third period of defection (1991-2010), those from North Korea entered the South by 

the thousands. Korean analysts cite the reason for this flood of defectors to sudden changes in the 

climate of North Korea and easy access to China. The economic crisis that hit North Korea with 

the collapse of the Communist Bloc in the early 1990s, coupled with the famine that starved to 

death about half a million North Koreans, meant that North Koreans had legitimate, life 

determining reasons to leave the country.
7
  At this point, the Chinese border became a major 

transit point for almost all of the refugees leaving North Korea, with the border remaining 

relatively unprotected until 2010.
8
 The reforms happening in China also made it easy for 

refugees to hide and gain employment through the jobs that were becoming available.  At this 

point, the majority of the defectors were female.
9
 North Koreans leaving during this time 

anticipated that they would spend a few months in China earning money then return home; most 

never intended to end up in South Korea.
10

  

The current and fourth period of defection is seeing a decrease in the amount of defectors.  

Lankov believes that this is due to Kim Jong Un’s policy of cracking down on defections through 

tightened border patrol on both the North Korean and Chinese borders, propaganda spread 

through the small amount of defectors who returned to the North and the threat of punishment for 

the defectors’ families that remained in the North and the refugees who were caught.
11

   

Defecting from North Korea is a strenuous and dangerous process that includes traveling to the 

border with restricted mobility due to North Korean laws, crossing the border — either secretly 

or through bribes to North Korean guards into China and then navigating transit countries or 

finding asylum in an embassy that will transport refugees to South Korea. During the defection a 

number of problems can arise.  Often, once women have crossed into China they are captured 

and sold to Chinese men as wives.  If defectors do manage to find a safe haven in a local 

organization or church, there is still the risk of being discovered by Chinese police, who will 

send them back to North Korea. Defectors are never truly safe after they leave North Korea until 

they gain asylum in a friendly country.  

Not all defections are intended to be permanent.  Often, North Koreans will traverse the border to 

find items for illicit trade or are lured by promises of a temporary job that will help aid their 

family’s economic situation. Sometimes North Korean citizens (mostly female) are approached 

by con artists offering the empty promise of a job, such as a work in a restaurant or household in 
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China.
12

  These victims are then kidnapped during their trip across the border and often sold into 

human trafficking as prostitutes or wives for Chinese men.  Sometimes, if a person is sold into 

marriage or sex slavery during their escape from the North, completing defection into South 

Korea is not possible.  

 

The Various Reasons for Defection and Measurements of Success 

To investigate if one gender profited more from defection, their main reason for defecting were 

researched and then compared to their goal of overall life in South Korea.  It was found that 

gender roles in North Korea played an important part in the reasons for defecting.  North Korean 

men are assigned jobs by the state that, with or without pay, they are forced to go to everyday. 

Each absence is viewed with suspicion, making it difficult for men to leave for periods of time 

and move about the country unnoticed.
13

 Since men have to spend long hours working in 

factories or in military service, sometimes without stipend, it is up to the women to provide for 

the family.  While men spend the day working, women are the real bread winners and must 

provide food for the family to survive.  

For women, the primary motive for defection is the need to feed their families or, for single 

women, basic survival.
14

  Women are more driven to provide for their families due to their 

gender role in North Korea: it is drilled into them that they must get food on the table. However, 

women face a different set of challenges when they arrive in the South because most of their 

work experience comes from illegal marketplaces.
15

 The need to provide for their families paired 

with easier mobility within the state drive women to defect from North Korea in larger numbers 

than their male counterparts. With providing for their families as the primary goal of defection, 

the measure of success would be economic stability found through job-seeking and working 

situations. 

While North Korean women have easier access to mobility due to fewer societal obligations, if 

men do not show up for work, the office will start searching for them.  For men, with the 

increased difficulty in escaping without notice, the primary motive for defection is escaping from 

life-threatening situations caused by political and ideological reasons.
16

 In the earlier eras of 

defection (1945-1991) men who worked in North Korean politics, intelligence or the army had 

large amounts of success in the South because South Korea would gain greatly from having 

them, but today’s male defectors do not benefit nearly as much as they used to due to the large 

amounts of defections after 1991. With a greater amount of men leaving North Korea, the 

information they had, and their use as propaganda tools, weakened as their situation became less 

unique.   

                                                           
12 Kim, Mike. Escaping North Korea: Defiance and Hope in the World's Most Repressive Country. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield Pub., 2008. p. 81.Print. 
13 Kim, Mike. Escaping North Korea: Defiance and Hope in the World's Most Repressive Country. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield Pub., 2008. p. 36.Print. 
14 Kim, Shinui. "Why are the majority of North Korean defectors female?" NK News. N.p., 31 Jul. 2014. 
15 Park, Young-ja. "The Life of Labor of Female North Korean Defectors in South Korea: Their Experiences and Perspectives 

toward South Koreans." Asian Women 24.2 (2008): p. 37. Print. 
16 Kim, Shinui. "Why are the majority of North Korean defectors female?" NK News. N.p., 31 Jul. 2014. 



Despite the government assistances and laws that were put into practice to help refugees 

assimilate into South Korean life, social adaptation is becoming increasingly complex as South 

Korea becomes more globalized and cosmopolitan.  “Konglish,” English words borrowed and 

added to the South Korean dialect, makes learning the language difficult.  Aside from language, 

ideology and technology are also major stumbling blocks for defectors’ assimilation.
17

  The 

success of male and female defectors often depends on their ability to adapt to the social, 

ideological and work environments of South Korea and at almost every stage of assimilation, 

each gender has its own unique challenges.  

While Korean ethnicity possesses a common history, language, culture and set of customs, the 

prolonged separation and ideological division of the Korean peninsula has gradually produced 

two different peoples.
18

 Therefore, the process of assimilation is a particularly sensitive and 

important aspect of North Korean defectors’ satisfaction with their choice to leave. The process 

of adapting to South Korean society begins the moment defectors arrive in South Korea. Once a 

defector enters South Korea, government support is initiated and defectors are immediately 

granted South Korean citizenship and then sent to the Hanawon support facilities. Opened on 

July 9, 1998, Hanawon houses around 100 defectors and provides a two-month survival course to 

help refugees adjust to South Korean society.
19

  

There are three programs that address the different needs of defectors who have just arrived in 

South Korea. The first treats emotional and psychological trauma that stems from the escape and 

life as a fugitive; the second focuses on resolving cultural misperceptions about a free democratic 

society, including differences in language, perceptions and customs; and the third is a basic job 

training program.
20

 

Difficulties in Emotional and Mental Health  

According to the study “Traumatic Experiences and Mental Health of North Korean Refugees in 

South Korea,” males and females experience different mental difficulties when assimilating to 

South Korean society.  The study explored the mental health status and traumatic experiences of 

North Korean defectors and argued that one of the major factors that influence the social 

adjustment of North Korean refugees is their mental health.   The differences in mental well 

being affect all defectors differently. While it is difficult to take the unique experiences of all 

defectors and draw a conclusion on their mental health correlation to social adjustment based on 

gender, the study did find some mental health generalities that tend to be more common in one 

gender over the other, therefore concluding that the mental health of defectors is an important 

factor in accomplishing their goals.   

The most notable differences in female and male defectors were found during the analysis of the 

Personality Assessment (PAI) results. These results showed that males had a much lower score 

in perceived social support, were more open to interpersonal relationships and had more 

problems with alcohol.
21

 Specifically in the study of depression found in defectors, the male 
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North Korean refugees showed three times the rate of depression than their female counterparts.  

Also notable is that refugees who were accompanied by their parents or children (mostly female 

defectors) showed the lowest depression rates.
22

 

The study found that male defectors are more vulnerable to alcohol problems, increasing their 

chances of having negative influences in their life at work and at home.
23

  Their perceived lack 

of support makes it more difficult for male defectors to live a happy life in South Korea. Female 

defectors reflected similar results to those of South Korean females, feeling more socially 

supported; however, they do not accept others as readily as their male counterparts and do not 

aspire to make as many social connections.
24

  Men also requested more intensive care and 

support for their mental health during their stay at the Hanawon facilities. During studies 

conducted, men were also found to be stricter in their self-assessments (evaluating themselves 

poorly) and to have obsessive behavior.
25

 

Overall, the scores do not show that defectors are psychiatrically ill, but are having a normal 

reaction to a sudden life changing event resulting from entering a completely different world. 

The only clinical scales that showed meaningfully high scores were mania and schizophrenia, 

which was noted to be a result of their inevitable irritability or social detachment caused by 

entering a completely new society.
26

  Paranoia showed the highest scores, but there was no major 

difference between males and females. Mostly, the results show that North Korean refugees are 

socially and psychologically detached and irritated.
27

  

Many of the male characteristics found during testing manifest themselves in the difficulties of 

finding a job.  While females are more closed off, men are the ones who are finding it more 

difficult to become, and remain, employed.  For all defectors, it is usually only after four or five 

years that they are able to begin socializing with South Koreans.
28

  The difficulties that male 

defectors face during this phase of assimilation hinder their defection goals.  For women, their 

ability to overcome these issues relatively quickly make it easier for them to keep a job, and keep 

them more in line to achieve their goal of providing for their families.
29

 

 

Social and Cultural Assimilation 

The social and cultural assimilation of defectors is crucial in order for defectors to be successful 

in the other aspects of social adaptation — especially in keeping a job. Basic knowledge of 

politics, economy, society and culture are part of the second program at Hanawon. Most 

defectors have moderate difficulties in social-cultural adjustment consisting of social activity 

restrictions, discrimination and social exclusions.   Social interaction is particularly difficult 

because of the perceived notions North and South Koreans have of each other. South Koreans 

                                                           
22 Jeon, Woo-Taek, Shin-Eun Yu, Young-A Cho, and Jin-Sup Eom. "Traumatic Experiences and Mental Health of North Korean 

Refugees in South Korea."Psychiatry Investigation 5.4 (2008): 213-20. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 



often think that North Koreans are ignorant and lazy and North Koreans feel that South Koreans 

are materialistic and selfish. The difference in culture and value systems between North and 

South Korea cannot be understated.   

When North Korean defectors arrive in South Korea, they bring with them a complex set of 

North Korean attitudes and values.  This value system acts as an obstacle to rational thinking in 

the South and can have immediate repercussions in the workplace and South Korean society.  

The North Korean emphasis on saving face that stems from having lived in a conformist society, 

the regular “life review sessions” and misperceived notions that South Korea will have a relaxed 

work atmosphere all cause issues during assimilation. Rumors heard in China of the prosperity in 

South Korea lead defectors to believe that opportunities are abundant.  They also believe that 

once they enter South Korea they will be compensated for the hardships they experienced in 

North Korea. For defectors, it is difficult to understand that while the South Korean government 

provides them with jobs, the responsibility to succeed in the competitive South Korea market 

ultimately rests on them.  

Interestingly enough, while North Koreans have difficulties adjusting to the social and cultural 

climate of South Korea, they have almost no difficulty in adapting to political ideology.
30

  North 

Korea Juche ideology, literally translated to “self-reliance” but more commonly known as the 

political thesis developed by Kim Il-sung stating that the Korean masses are the masters of the 

country’s development, is drilled into the minds of North Koreans throughout their entire lives 

but was not found to be one of the socio-cultural aspects that defectors hold onto upon their 

arrival in South Korea.
31

 
32

  

For defectors, the first two years of life in South Korea is a time of particularly sensitivity to the 

disparity between themselves and South Koreans, and during this time period many will avoid 

contact with South Koreans.  The change in ideology systems, language and blurred gender roles 

creates anxiety and confusion.
33

  Defectors feel a great sense of socioeconomic inequality from 

the capitalist society in South Korea and only after four or five years do defectors slowly begin 

to socialize with South Koreans.
34

   

Besides the issues already discussed pertaining to alcohol and emotional issues, there is not a 

major difference in the social assimilation between male and female defectors.  Therefore, the 

social assimilation does not uniquely affect their goals in defection.  

Job Seeking 

Because economic stability is seen as the main intention for the majority of those defecting from 

North Korea, it can be argued that job seeking and working conditions are the most important 

factors of assimilations and therefore, of a successful defection.  For female defectors, the 

economic situation and social settlement based on stable employment is of great importance in 

order for them to support their children and families.  

                                                           
30  Suh, Jae-jean. "North Korean Defectors: Their Adaptation and Resettlement."East Asian Review 14.3 (2002): p. 69. Print. 
31 Lee, Grace. "The Political Philosophy of Juche." Stanford Journal of East Asian Affairs 3.1 (2003) 
32 Suh, Jae-jean. "North Korean Defectors: Their Adaptation and Resettlement."East Asian Review 14.3 (2002): p. 69. Print. 
33 Ibid, p. 71 
34 Ibid, p. 77 



Dr. Young-ja Park’s study on female defectors in the workplace highlights the differences each 

gender goes though during the process of employment in South Korea. In general, finding a job 

is more difficult for defectors than for native South Koreans. At the time of entrance for 

defectors, 56.4% consider themselves traders or self-supporters.
35

  The second largest 

employment designation is “worker” at 36%.
36

  However, once they enter South Korea the 

training defectors received in the North is often dismissed and defectors have to start at square 

one for job training. The polling took place from September to October 2007.
37

 On top of this, a 

poll found in NKNews showed that in South Korea 46.3% of all defectors had jobs and 53.7% 

were unemployed.
38

    

According to a Dr. Park’s survey, defectors generally experience inferiority to South Koreans 

during the process of job seeking. Seventy six percent agreed with the statement that they are 

being discriminated against during the job seeking process in comparison to South Koreans 

applying to the same job. Statistically speaking, there is not a major gender difference when it 

comes to the difficulty experienced when looking for a job although more males (74%) agreed 

that they experienced difficulty during the search compared to the females (68%).
39

  

When looking for a job, both personal and social issues arise for defectors.  Social problems 

include discontinuity of career, reluctance of companies to employ them, fierce competition in 

South Korean society and discrimination from South Koreans. Personal (individual) problems 

include lack of effort and patience, strong sense of pride combined with their inferiority as a 

minority, poor ability in human relationships, lack of computer operation and office work skills 

with a basic understanding of technology, poor communication skills because of difference in 

pronunciation and accent and apprehensions about disclosing self-information.  Differences in 

these experiences based on gender are more often found in the individual problems than the 

social issues.  

Individual problems affecting defectors’ job seeking are connected with gender differences and 

the importance of human networks in South Korea. During in-depth interviews quotes were 

taken from female defectors that cite specific differences between males and females, such as 

“we must do much more work than South Koreans. However, a lot of male defectors especially 

lack effort, determination and the will to do something,” “especially the males don’t know well 

how to meet people and what to say to South Koreans” and “male defectors find it harder to 

establish networks that the females.”
40

 

Women defectors are more accustomed to taking action for their own survival based on their 

situations in North Korea as traders, farmers and taking action due to their family 

responsibilities. Females are also more used to the struggle of putting meals on the table while 

men are more used to going to their state job all day and returning to what the women have 

provided while they are forced to work for little to no money (or food stipend). Due to these 

historical experiences, one can see how females relying on the human networks and relationships 
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they established during their hardships in the North  more successfully transition their work ethic 

in South Korea. The North Korean regime forced a more active social participation amongst 

females because of the chronic food shortage and the North Korean military-first policy; it has 

allowed the female to be more creative and productive. These skills translate to the important 

goal of female defectors to find a job that will support their families. 

Park found that for male defectors there is a stronger pride and larger inferiority complex that 

hinders the job seeking process.
41

  The high patriarchal pride produces a feeling of worthlessness 

when their former job in North Korea does not translate to a commensurate job in South Korea.  

For example, during an interview with a former doctor-turned-driver, immense frustration was 

expressed because he would have had to go through the whole process of training for a medical 

degree from the beginning.
42

  

North Korean men who defect are usually coming from a military or white-color background.
43

  

The government agency that aids finding jobs for defectors often assigns jobs that defectors find 

displeasing, or below their level of training or education.  These jobs are referred to as 3D (dirty, 

dangerous and difficult).  With the strong class distinction in North Korea between white and 

blue collar labor, a 3D job assigned to someone who worked a white collar job can be 

particularly offensive, causing the defector to quit and start his own business, often without 

sufficient understanding of the South Korean economy.
44

  

In Park’s study, she found that female defectors have more complex and difficult experiences 

during their job search but maintain a more positive feeling toward South Koreans than their 

male counterparts.  She also found that the patriarchal background of male defectors may explain 

the cynicism toward South Koreans, who have a more balanced outlook on gender roles in the 

workplace.
45

  

 

Working Conditions for North Korea Defectors 

Once defectors have a job, they experience a variety of different conflicts with South Korean co-

workers. These often stem from differences in language, competition, workload, isolation, 

technological understanding and salary differences.
46

 In general, female defectors usually adapt 

more easily to working life in the South than their male counterparts. However, both genders 

face a struggle upon entering the South Korean workforce. Even though basic job training from 

the Hanawon center provides classes on technology, defectors are never fully prepared for the 

strong competition and fast-paced work environment in South Korea.  
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Paid conditions only differ slightly for each gender.
47

 Female defectors working as waitresses or 

assistant cooks and housekeepers are paid daily; their jobs are usually irregular and consist of 

short term employments.  They are usually hired by small and medium sized businesses, and 

their jobs often change because of the financial instability of those businesses or of the instable 

employment system. Thus the female often receives a lesser salary than the males who have 

relatively stable jobs.
48

 Despite the difference in stability, the salary differences between 

defectors and their South Korean co-workers in similar jobs is not relatively significant.  

The study showed only a slight difference between male and female defectors regarding job 

promotions.  Females agree at 44% that they have fewer chances for promotion while 39.2% of 

males agree.
49

  Males and females also have very similar feelings on their alienation from South 

Korean workers.  Even with the statistical results being similar, in-depth interviews found that 

females adapted more easily to working life in the South than did the male defectors. The 

reasons given were “male pride” and the difficulty in forming a human network for male 

defectors. Some outside opinions state that males do not adapt well to their jobs because of their 

“high self-respect.”
50

   

Another reason is that females have more experience doing business with other people than the 

male defectors.  About 80% of male defectors have never been in trade or commerce so they 

only want to work in an office or at a company—but at the company they are discharged because 

they lack ability or they resign due to troubles with South Korean co-workers or their 

managers.
51

  Females usually try their hardest to have a positive or progressive attitude in their 

working life.  

Also, females put more weight on their family life than loyalty to their country.  Since the 

famine, females have acted more constructively toward survival, thereby empowering 

themselves. North Korean females also have a greater cohesive power among family members 

than female South Koreans and therefore exhibit a higher adaptability.
52

 Each family member the 

female needs to take care of motivates her to provide for her family, and therefore gives her 

motivation at work.  

In general, economic statistics that pertain to the employment of North Korean defectors should 

be taken with a grain of salt. Defectors receive a stipend from the government while they are 

unemployed so often they will have a black market job that will go unreported.
53

  For females, 

since the majority of their jobs are short-term and can easily be hidden from reporting, it is easier 

for them to receive a salary and also an unemployment stipend from the government.  Also, 

depending on the job, defectors sometimes receive more money when they are unemployed so 

they will intentionally not look for a job or not hold onto a job.
54
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Conclusion 

After researching the three stages of assimilation it can be concluded that there are in fact issues 

and experiences that one gender is more likely to go through during social adaptation to South 

Korean society. While each defector comes with their own unique set of difficulties, a broad 

over-arching study of the differences between males and females during their assimilation prove 

that each gender has its own set of customized problems. These differences were mostly 

highlighted in the mental and emotional health and economic stability phases of assimilation.  

In the South Korean workforce, men find it particularly difficult to assimilate—especially if their 

former North Korean job does not translate to their work in South Korea.  For either gender it 

would be difficult to accept that the years of education and training they put forth into their 

career have become irrelevant, but because men held the most high-ranking jobs before 

defection, it is more difficult for them to adapt to the South Korean work environment. For 

females, their determination to provide for their families allowed them to be more successful in 

their assimilation to employment in South Korea.  

In the study “Traumatic Experiences and Mental Health of North Korean Refugees in South 

Korea,” it was found that males and females experience different mental difficulties when 

assimilating to South Korean society. Results found that men had a much lower perception of 

social support, had more problems with alcohol and had three times the rate of depression than 

female defectors. Men also requested more intensive care and support for their mental health 

while at the Hanawon facilities. Emotional and mental difficulties should not be ruled out for 

women defectors but because this paper is only examining North Korean defectors who have 

made it to South Korea, the post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms of the large amount of 

women who have been kidnapped during their defection and sold into slavery are not fully 

represented.  

While it is difficult to take the unique experiences of all defectors and grade their success, the 

generalities that tend to be more common in one gender over the other allow for policy 

recommendations during the assimilation process; one example being that men should receive 

more intensive education on the support systems that are available to them as defectors. Overall, 

when focusing on the goals of defection for males and females, the drive women defectors have 

to provide for their families appears to allow them for a more successful assimilate than for men, 

who just need to escape for political or life-threatening reasons. However, since the majority of 

men defect due to life-threatening situations, their survival is the ultimate success.  

 


