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Introduction

Migration from North Korea to South Korea is more than movement across a political border. It
involves passage from an authoritarian state and centrally organized economy into a highly
competitive capitalist democracy with a different language environment, labor market, educational
system, media culture, and set of social expectations. The original research proposal correctly
recognizes that North Korean migrants may face unemployment, discrimination, cultural adjustment,
and identity conflict after arrival. It also uses language such as “escapees,” “immigrants,”
“defectors,” and “refugees” interchangeably. Each term carries political and legal meanings. South
Korean law generally recognizes eligible North Koreans as citizens and provides a resettlement
process, while academic literature often uses “North Korean migrants” or “North Korean defectors.” A
rigorous ethnographic study should allow participants to identify the terms they prefer and should

avoid defining them only through trauma or difference (Jung, 2016).

This proposal develops an ethnographic research design examining how North Korean migrants
construct everyday life in South Korea. It focuses on employment, education, language, social
networks, discrimination, family, gender, generational differences, and identity. Ethnography is
appropriate because integration is not only an outcome measured through income or employment. It
is an ongoing process experienced in workplaces, neighborhoods, churches, schools, government
programs, markets, and family relationships.

Research Problem

South Korea has developed institutions to support people arriving from North Korea, including initial
settlement education, housing assistance, employment support, and other services. Formal
assistance does not eliminate social and cultural difficulties. Migrants may confront stereotypes that
portray them as poor, politically suspicious, unsophisticated, dependent, or fundamentally different
from South Koreans. Differences in accent, vocabulary, work experience, technology use, and
educational credentials can become markers through which others identify them (Jung, 2016).

Employment is especially important because work affects income, self-esteem, social networks, and
long-term independence. A person whose education or professional experience is not recognized may
enter lower-status work despite strong capabilities. Others may conceal their background because
disclosure produces prejudice. These experiences cannot be understood fully through unemployment
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rates alone.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study is to explore how adult North Korean migrants experience settlement and
social integration in South Korea and how they interpret the institutions intended to assist them. The
project will examine how participants navigate work, language, education, relationships, public
services, and identity over time.

The study is not designed to judge whether migrants have assimilated successfully into a fixed South
Korean norm. Integration is treated as a two-way social process in which institutions and receiving
communities also shape inclusion. Participants may preserve distinctive memories, relationships,
accents, political views, or cultural practices while building meaningful lives in South Korea.

Research Questions

The central question is: How do North Korean migrants experience and interpret everyday integration
in South Korea?

Supporting questions include: How do participants find and maintain employment? How does North
Korean background affect workplace relationships? Which forms of language difference matter in
daily life? How do migrants use formal resettlement services and informal networks? How do gender,
age, education, family status, and time since arrival influence experience? How do participants
respond to discrimination or stigma? How do they describe belonging, citizenship, and identity?

Why Ethnography?

Ethnography studies social life through sustained engagement, observation, interviews, documents,
and attention to meaning in context. A survey can estimate how many participants report
discrimination, but ethnography can examine how discrimination occurs, how people interpret
ambiguous encounters, when they disclose identity, and which strategies they use to respond.
Participant observation can also reveal differences between official policy and everyday practice
(Jung, 2015; Jung, 2016).

Ethnography is particularly suitable for a migration study because integration occurs through ordinary
routines. A researcher can observe employment workshops, community events, church programs,
markets, language classes, or support organizations with permission. Repeated interviews allow
participants to reconsider earlier interpretations and describe changes over time.
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Research Setting

The primary field site could be the Seoul metropolitan area because a substantial migrant population
and many support organizations are located there. A second site in another city or province could
provide comparison and reduce the assumption that Seoul represents all settlement experiences.

Possible institutional settings include nonprofit organizations, religious groups, employment-support
programs, education centers, migrant associations, social enterprises, and community gatherings.
The research should not rely only on service agencies because that would overrepresent people
currently connected with formal support.

Sampling Strategy

Purposive sampling will recruit participants with diverse experiences. Variation should include gender,
age, education, occupation, marital status, time in South Korea, family composition, and employment
status. The study might begin with approximately thirty to forty participants and adjust according to
information richness and feasibility.

Snowball sampling can reach people outside organizations, but it may reproduce the social network of
initial contacts. Recruitment should therefore use several entry points. Participants should not be
asked to identify vulnerable acquaintances without permission. Community gatekeepers can
introduce the project but should not know who ultimately participates unless the participant chooses
disclosure.

Inclusion and Exclusion

Adult participants who were born or spent substantial formative years in North Korea and currently
reside in South Korea will be eligible. The initial study may exclude minors because child research
requires additional consent, safequarding, and educational considerations. If intergenerational
experience becomes a central question, a separate youth protocol can be developed.

People should not be excluded because they have limited literacy, disability, or Korean-language
differences. The research method should adapt through oral consent, accessible locations, additional
time, or other supports. Excluding the most marginalized participants would bias findings toward
people already able to navigate South Korean institutions.

Participant Observation

Observation will focus on naturally occurring interaction in public or permission-based community
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settings. Field notes will record activities, language, roles, spatial arrangements, interactions, and the
researcher’s interpretations. The researcher should distinguish what was directly observed from what
was inferred.

Observation in sensitive settings such as counseling, medical care, legal meetings, or private homes
requires heightened consent. Service access must never depend on accepting the researcher’s
presence. Staff and participants should be able to request that note-taking stop at any time.

Semi-Structured Interviews

Interviews will explore migration history only to the extent necessary for the research question.
Participants should not be pressured to narrate traumatic escape experiences. The primary focus is
life after settlement: first impressions, employment, education, housing, relationships, services,
discrimination, identity, and future plans.

Questions should be open-ended. Examples include: “Can you describe a normal workday?” “When
does your North Korean background become noticeable to other people?” “Which parts of South
Korean life were hardest to learn?” “Who do you ask for help?” “Has your sense of belonging
changed?” Follow-up questions can ask for specific examples while respecting refusal.

Life Histories

A smaller subgroup may participate in repeated life-history interviews. These can examine how pre-
migration experience, transit, resettlement, and current life connect without assuming one stage
determines another. Life histories are especially useful for understanding changes in occupation,
family, identity, and political interpretation.

The researcher should avoid treating memory as a perfect chronological archive. People reinterpret
earlier experiences in light of current life, and that reinterpretation is itself analytically valuable.

Language

North and South Korean language share a common base but differ in vocabulary, pronunciation,
borrowed words, political terminology, and everyday expressions. English-derived terms common in
South Korean workplaces and technology can create additional difficulty for newcomers.

Language can function as a social marker even when communication is mutually intelligible.
Participants may attempt to modify accent or vocabulary to avoid identification. The research should
examine when language becomes a source of exclusion, pride, humor, or strategic concealment.
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Employment

Employment interviews will examine credential recognition, job search, workplace training, wages,
promotion, job stability, disclosure of background, and relationships with supervisors and coworkers.
Participants may move through several jobs while learning expectations and building networks.

The analysis should distinguish individual skill gaps from structural barriers. If an employer rejects a
North Korean accent or assumes a migrant lacks competence, additional training alone will not solve
discrimination. Conversely, unfamiliarity with digital systems or technical vocabulary may create
genuine learning needs. Policy should respond to the actual mechanism.

Education

Education systems differ substantially between North and South Korea in curriculum, technology,
testing, and access to resources. Adult migrants may enter universities, vocational programs,
equivalency courses, or workplace training. Younger adults can face intense competition with peers
who received different preparation.

The study should explore tutoring, mentoring, financial aid, peer relationships, and whether
participants disclose background in educational settings. Academic success should not be used as the
only measure of integration because people may choose employment or family responsibilities
instead.

Social Networks

Migrants may rely on other North Koreans, South Korean volunteers, church communities, employers,
family members, brokers, or government workers. Networks can provide housing information, jobs,
emotional support, and advice. They can also circulate misinformation or create dependency.

The project will map whom participants contact for different problems and how networks change over
time. Strong ties within the North Korean community need not indicate failure to integrate. They may
provide cultural safety and practical knowledge while participants also build broader relationships.

Religion

Churches and religious organizations have played visible roles in resettlement and support. They may
offer housing, education, financial aid, social contact, and spiritual meaning. Some participants may
find these communities essential; others may feel pressure, dependency, or ideological discomfort.

The study should include religious and nonreligious participants. Assistance should not be interpreted
Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 5



@ ’ACADEMIC

automatically as altruistic or coercive. Participants’ own accounts should guide analysis.

Gender

Women make up a substantial proportion of North Korean arrivals in South Korea, and gender shapes
migration routes, family responsibilities, employment, violence exposure, and social expectations.
Some women may have experienced trafficking or coercive relationships during transit in China, while
others may reject a research identity centered on victimization.

Men may experience different pressures related to military identity, employment, masculinity, and
political suspicion. The analysis should examine gender as a social structure without treating all
women or men as one group.

Family

Family relationships can cross borders and political systems. Participants may have relatives
remaining in North Korea or China, family members who migrated at different times, or new families
formed in South Korea. Communication may involve security concerns.

Questions about family left behind can create distress or risk. Researchers should avoid recording
unnecessary names, locations, or contact methods. Data minimization is a safety measure.

ldentity and Belonging

Legal citizenship does not guarantee social belonging. Participants may describe themselves as North
Korean, South Korean, Korean, refugee, defector, migrant, or another term depending on context.
Identity can change over time and across settings.

Belonging may be strongest in ordinary experiences such as friendship, work, neighborhood
familiarity, or being treated without special attention. Some participants may reject the expectation
that they must become indistinguishable from South Koreans. The study should allow multiple forms
of belonging.

Discrimination

Discrimination may occur directly through insults, hiring rejection, wage differences, or exclusion. It
may also appear through curiosity that becomes intrusive, stereotypes about political beliefs, or
assumptions about intelligence and poverty.

The research should ask how participants distinguish prejudice from ordinary interpersonal conflict. It
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should also examine concealment strategies and the emotional cost of monitoring speech or
background.

Mental Health and Trauma

Some North Korean migrants experience post-traumatic stress, depression, anxiety, grief, or
loneliness, but not every migrant has a psychiatric disorder. The study should not diagnose
participants or treat trauma as the expected explanation for every difficulty.

If interviews produce distress, the researcher should pause, remind participants of their choice not to
answer, and provide information about appropriate services. Research participation is not therapy.

Government Resettlement Programs

Participants will be asked how they experienced orientation, financial support, housing, employment
assistance, education, and case management. Official program goals can be compared with everyday
usefulness.

The study should avoid evaluating staff solely through participant satisfaction. Workers operate within
policy, caseload, and resource constraints. Observing both perspectives may reveal structural gaps.

Ethics and Informed Consent

Participants may fear identification because of stigma, political sensitivity, or concern for relatives.
Consent materials should explain the research purpose, recording, confidentiality, data storage,
voluntary participation, and withdrawal. Compensation should recognize time without becoming
coercive.

Pseudonyms should be used, and potentially identifying combinations such as rare occupation, age,
hometown, and arrival year may need alteration in publications. Audio files and contact information
should be stored separately and securely.

Researcher Positionality

The researcher’s nationality, class, gender, political views, institutional affiliation, and North/South
Korean identity can shape access and interpretation. Participants may tell a South Korean researcher
what they believe South Koreans want to hear or may distrust a foreign researcher.

A reflexive journal should document assumptions, emotional reactions, gatekeeper relationships, and
decisions. Positionality does not invalidate ethnography; making it visible improves accountability.
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Data Analysis

Interview transcripts and field notes will be coded through a combination of inductive themes and
concepts derived from migration and integration literature. Analysis may identify themes such as
concealment, language adaptation, labor mobility, gratitude expectations, stigma, belonging, or
institutional navigation.

Cases that contradict an emerging interpretation should be examined deliberately. If most
participants describe one program positively and several describe harm, those accounts should not be
dismissed as exceptions. Variation is part of the finding.

Triangulation

Claims will be compared across interviews, observation, policy documents, service materials, and
available statistics. Triangulation does not mean that every source should agree. Disagreement may
reveal the difference between official policy and lived practice.

Participants may also be invited to comment on preliminary themes in small feedback sessions. This
process can identify misunderstandings without giving any individual participant authority to approve
the entire interpretation.

Limitations

Ethnographic findings will not estimate the prevalence of experiences among all North Korean
migrants. Recruitment through organizations may overrepresent people connected with services.
Those who conceal their background or avoid research may have different experiences.

The researcher’s presence changes interactions, and translation or transcription may lose nuance.
Long-term fieldwork can improve understanding but cannot eliminate these limits. The report should
describe them directly rather than make universal claims.

Policy Relevance

Findings may improve employment counseling, language support, anti-discrimination programs,
education, mental-health services, and resettlement policy. Recommendations should distinguish
individual support from institutional change. Teaching a migrant to hide an accent is not a substitute
for reducing discriminatory hiring.

Policy should also recognize strengths. Participants bring resilience, skills, social knowledge,
entrepreneurship, and perspectives valuable to South Korean society and future inter-Korean
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relations.

Conclusion

An ethnographic study of North Korean migrants in South Korea can reveal how integration is
experienced in everyday life rather than only through official indicators. Employment, language,
education, social networks, family, religion, gender, discrimination, and identity interact over time.
Formal citizenship and resettlement support provide important resources, but they do not
automatically create social belonging (Jung, 2016).

The proposed study uses participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and life histories with a
diverse adult sample. It emphasizes voluntary participation, confidentiality, trauma sensitivity,
reflexivity, and data minimization because political and family information can create risk (Jung, 2015;
Jung, 2016).

The objective is not to measure how closely migrants imitate South Koreans. It is to understand how
people build workable lives while negotiating difference, memory, institutions, and unequal social
power.
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