
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Bumgi Min 

2015 

 

 



The Thesis Committee for Bumgi Min 

Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis: 

 

 

A Digital Truce Line Between South and North Korea? : An Analysis of 

North Koreans’ Digital access, Media Use, and Adaptation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY 

SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

 

 

 

Sharon L. Strover 

Joseph D. Straubhaar 

 

  

Supervisor: 



A Digital Truce Line Between South and North Korea? : An Analysis of 

North Koreans’ Digital Access, Media Use, and Adaptation  

 

 

by 

Bumgi Min, B.A. 

 

 

Thesis 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Arts 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

August 2015 



 Dedication 

 

To Dr. Sharon Strover who always guides and inspires me with her deep intelligence, 

Dr. Joseph Straubhaar who supports me with his warm heart, 

My parents and my brother who provide all sorts of tangible and intangible support, 

And my fiancé, Jinsook Kim, whom I love the most. 

Without their caring support and sacrifice, this thesis would not have been possible. 

 



 v 

Abstract 

 

A Digital Truce Line Between South and North Korea? : An Analysis of 

North Koreans’ Digital Access, Media use, and Adaptation 

 

Bumgi Min, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor: Sharon L. Strover 

 

The number of North Korean refugees moving to South Korea as exiles has 

gradually increased over the past few decades. Therefore, North Korean refugees’ 

adaptation to South Korean society is perceived as one of the most significant issues in 

South Korea. Instead of using face-to-face communication, North Korean refugees tend to 

use diverse media channels such as newspapers, television, and Internet to learn about 

South Korea’s value system, social norms, and even how to form relationships. In other 

words, media has played a crucial role in North Korean refugees’ adaptation. Based on this 

social phenomenon, this paper provides not only the current status of digital access and 

literacy among North Korean refugees but also the relationship between North Korean 

refugees’ media use and their adaptation by using social trust, social capital, and political 

participation. 

This paper takes a quantitative approach as well as a qualitative approach. For a 

quantitative approach, this study employs a survey of 43 North Korean refugees. 

Qualitatively, this study conducted in-depth interviews with a total of 12 North Korean 
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refugees. In terms of digital access, both statistical results and interview findings 

demonstrate that North Korean refugees’ digital access is high. However, the refugees’ 

digital literacy and media use are divided according to their occupation and age. Not only 

do the statistical results but also the interview findings show that digital media plays a 

significant role in North Korean refugees’ social trust and social networking. However, the 

quantitative findings as well as the qualitative findings do not explain the relationship 

between digital media and political participation. The results of this research will have 

significant implications on current telecommunication policies for narrowing the digital 

divide between South Korean and North Korean refugees.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The number of North Korean refugees moving to South Korea as exiles has gradually 

increased over the past few decades. Since 2001, the number of North Korean refugees 

has exceeded more than 1000 people arriving in South Korea annually. In 2011 alone, 

this number reached 2,706 people. This trend is expected to persist in the future (Korean 

Ministry of Unification, 2014). Therefore, North Korean refugees’ adaptation to South 

Korean society is perceived as one of the most significant issues in South Korea. Despite 

the assumed cultural commonality, linguistic similarity, and ethnic homogeneity between 

South and North Korea, the ideological differences between the two regimes have made 

the two societies evolve differently in their lifestyles and world views (Kim, 2013). As a 

result, North Korean refugees’ adaptation to South Korea has not been as successful as 

North Korean refugees expected.  

Many scholars indicate that the cultural differences that North Korean refugees 

suffer from in South Korean society are serious ( Hu, Park, Park, and Jung, 2013; Cho, 

2006; Jung, 2009; Jun, 2013; Kim, 2013). For example, North Korean refugees are 

accustomed to a collectivistic culture led by the government. Since South Korea is a more 

individualistic society than North Korea in that South Koreans emphasize personal 

achievements and guard their privacy, North Korean refugees have reported that they 

tend to feel lonely in South Korean society (Hu et al., 2013; Jung, 2009). Moreover, 

linguistic differences between South and North Korea constitute another factor  

preventing North Korean refugees from adapting to South Korean society. Because of 

linguistic differences, most North Korean refugees have problems getting a job as well as 
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forming relationships with other South Koreans (Cho, 2006; Kim, 2013). As a result, 

North Korean refugees are sensitive to self-disclosure because of cultural differences, and 

therefore they may be more reluctant to reveal and share private information to others. 

Because of this, North Korean refugees have been isolated in South Korea (Jun, 2013).  

 Instead of using face-to-face communication, North Korean refugees tend to use 

diverse media channels such as newspapers, television, and Internet to learn about South 

Korea’s value system, social norms, and even how to form relationships. In other words, 

media has played a crucial role in North Korean refugees’ adaptation (Han, 2013; Kwak 

& Park, 2006; Yoon, 2010). In particular, Han (2013)emphasizes the importance of 

digital media because digital media such as the Internet and Social Network Services 

(hereafter SNS) provide North Korean refugees with more opportunities to start and 

maintain relationships with South Koreans, as well as to learn South Korea’s value 

system by connecting with online content such as news sites, web portals, blogs, and 

SNS. As a result, North Korean refugees’ digital access in South Korean society and their 

digital literacy are significant in terms of the refugees’ adaptation to South Korea.  

 Tedd and Large (2005) define digital access as accessibility to electronic 

information and communication systems for minorities who have low incomes and a lack 

of education, and people living in undeveloped areas. Digital literacy can be defined as a 

variety of skills associated with using Information and Communication Technologies 

(ICT) to find, evaluate, create, and communicate information (Federal Communications 

Commission, 2010). Previous studies show that both digital access and digital literacy are 

significant factors in measuring the relationship between immigrants’ media use and their 
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adaptation (Lam, 2014; Machado-Casas, Sanchez, & Ek, 2014; Yusuf, 2012; Tripp, 

2011). For example, Lam (2014) argues that young immigrants’ digital access and 

literacy have a positive correlation between their adaptation in a new place. However, 

there is little research about North Korean refugees’ digital access and digital literacy. 

The first research question of this paper is: 

 

RQ 1: What is the present condition of digital access, digital literacy, and 

media use among North Korean refugees? 

 

A number of previous studies show that social trust, social networks, and political 

participation are good indicators to measure immigrants’ adaptation in a new settlement 

(Lam, 2014; Ramakrishnan & Espenshade, 2001; Wang, 2014; Wang & Handy, 2013). 

Social trust and networks are regarded as pivotal concepts to explain social capital 

(Putnam, 1995, 2000). Social capital is defined as a feature of social life including 

networks, norms, and trust that enable participants to act together more effectively to 

pursue shared objectives. Wang and Handy (2013) analyze how social networks and 

social trust of immigrants in Canada correlate with their participation and volunteer 

activity in a new settlement. Their research shows that immigrants with larger social 

networks more often participate in religious and secular organizations in a host country, 

i.e., there is a positive correlation between size of social network and social participation. 

 Political participation is a broad concept. Boulianne (2009) categorizes political 

participation into four concepts. 1) voting, 2) campaign activities, 3) expression of 
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opinion, and 4) civic engagement. Ramakrishnan and Espenshade (2001) argue that 

regarding immigrants’ adaptation, their political participation should be emphasized  

because the incorporation of individuals into communities or social contexts encourages 

political participation. For example, the employed immigrants are more likely to 

participate in politics because they tend to have a consistent income and they participate 

in social networks in the workplace that reward political participation. Furthermore, the 

immigrants who have a high linguistic ability tend to participate more in political issues 

in a new settlement (p.873-878).  

In particular, social trust, social networks, and political participation have been 

used to measure North Korean refugees’ adaptation in South Korea society (Jun, 2013; 

Jun & Cho, 2013; Keum, 2008; Kwak & Park, 2006). For example, Kwak & Park (2006) 

explain the relationship between the use of media, social trust, and sociopolitical 

participation among North Korean refugees. Their research finds that media such as 

printed media, television, has played a positive role in building North Korean refugees’ 

social trust in South Korean society. The importance of social trust, networks, and 

political participation as indicators to measure North Korean refugees’ adaptation is that 

these three indicators provide information to how North Korean refugees perceive South 

Korean society, how they form relationships with others, and how they can participate in 

political issues in South Korea (Keum, 2008). Therefore, the second research question 

investigates North Korean refugees’ media use as it may be associated with their 

adaptation in South Korea: 
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RQ 2: How do North Korean refugees’ digital access, literacy, and media use 

relate to refugees’ social trust, social networks, and political participation in 

South Korean society? 

  

Even though there is some research which analyzes media access and literacy 

among North Korean refugees, these studies are quite limited. Most previous research 

focuses on mass media outcomes such as newspapers and television (Im, Kang, & Lee, 

2012; Kwak & Park, 2006; Noh, Kwon, Yu, Park, & Woo, 2015). Therefore, this 

research seeks to map out the present status of digital access and literacy among North 

Korean refugees by assessing their digital media use adaptation outcomes. Ultimately, the 

results of this research will have significant implications on current telecommunication 

policies for narrowing the digital divide between South Korean and North Korean 

refugees.  

This research is comprised of five chapters; an introduction, literature review, 

research design, findings, and discussion. The first chapter introduces this study’s cultural 

background, research questions, and the significance of this paper. In the literature 

review, this research examines previous studies that address 1) North Korean refugees, 2) 

the role of media in terms of adaptation, 3) social trust, networks, and political 

participation; and, 4) the relationship between media use, social trust, networks, and 

political participation. The third chapter on research design, explains the methods, 

samples, and process of this research. In the fourth chapter, this paper analyzes 1) North 

Korean refugees’ digital access and literacy 2) media use and 3) the relation between 
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North Korean refugees’ media use and their adaptation in South Korean society. The last 

chapter discusses this thesis’s findings and the implications and limitations of this 

research.      
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

North Korean refugees 

Defining North Koreans who move to South Korea in exile has been controversial for a 

long time for two reasons. First, among this group there is diversity in their education, 

regional origin, occupation, gender, economic status, and even purpose for moving to 

South Korea. Therefore, it is hard to categorize North Koreans into one group (Yu, Eom, 

& Jeon, 2012). Moreover, North Koreans share cultural similarities such as ethnicity, 

language, and even history with South Koreans. This particular characteristic is different 

from the other immigrant groups living in South Korea (Um, Chi, Kim, Palinkas, & Kim, 

2015). For these reasons, North Koreans who move to South Korea have been 

categorized as escapees, economic migrants, refugees, or defectors according to different 

scholars, politicians, and journalists. However, these terms are also limited when defining 

North Koreans because each such term has different definitions and implications (Kim, 

2013, p.525).  

Recently, scholarship has used two terms to define North Koreans who move to 

South Korea: they are referred to as North Korean defectors or North Korean refugees. 

These studies emphasize not only the political aspect but also the economic aspect of 

these people (Han, 2013; Jun & Cho, 2013; Keum, 2008; Lankov, 2006; Um et al., 2015; 

Yu et al., 2012). For example, Noh, Kwon, Yu, Park, & Woo (2015) use the phrase North 

Korean refugees by arguing that one of the important purposes of North Korean refugees 

moving South Korea is not only to secure their political freedom but also to overcome 

economic poverty. Lankov (2006) uses both terms in order to indicate that most of North 
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Korean refugees are not just political defectors. A lot of farmers, workers, and minor 

clerks from the borderland areas of North Korea arrive in South Korea due to hunger and 

destitution (p.109-110).  

The number of North Korean refugees arriving in South Korea has been 

increasing since 1994, when North Korea was mired in food shortages and economic 

difficulties (see Figure 1). The liberalization of China also played a significant role in the 

increase of North Korean refugees who came to South Korea in that the liberal mood in 

China resulted in the collapse of border control between China and North Korea. As a 

result, many North Korean refugees could move to South Korea through Chinese territory 

(Lankov, 2006) 

 

Figure 1-Number of Newly Arrived North Korean Refugees to South Korea during the 1990s 

 

Source: Korean Ministry of unification (http://www.unikorea.go.kr) 
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In the 2000s, the number of North Korean refugees increased dramatically. In 

2002, there were 1,142 recorded North Korean refugees living in South Korea. From 

2006 to 2011, the number of North Korean refugees has exceeded more than 2,000 

people each year (Korean Ministry of Unification, 2014). Since 2002, there are two 

noteworthy tendencies that are occurring among refugees. First, the number of women 

refugees has been increasing. Since 2002, female refugees outnumber male refugees (see 

Figure2). In 2004, the number of female refugees were more than twice the number of 

male refugees while from 2007 to 2010, female refugees were three times greater than the 

number of male refugees (Korean Ministry of Unification, 2014). The increase in female 

refugees is due to forced marriages and human trafficking on the border between China 

and North Korea as a result of North Korea’s high levels of economic poverty. Violence 

against women in North Korea is also another significant reason why the number of 

female refugees has been increasing (Hassig & Oh, 2009). In terms of age, most North 

Korean refugees (more than half, or 59%) are in their twenties and thirties (see Figure 3). 

This demographic distribution reflects the younger North Koreans’ South Korean 

dreams, which means that the younger refugees believe they will live happily in South 

Korea (Kim, 2013 p.525-526). In December 2014, the number of North Korean refugees 

living in South Korea totaled 27,519. 

 



 10 

Figure 2- Refugee entrance data 

 

Source: Korean Ministry of unification (http://www.unikorea.go.kr) 

 

Figure 3 - Age distribution at the time of entrance (as of December 2014) 

 
 

Source: Korean Ministry of unification (http://www.unikorea.go.kr)  
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 Since the number of North Korean refugees moving to South Korea has been 

increasing, North Korean refugees’ adaptation is regarded as a significant issue in South 

Korea and there has been growing concern about North Korean refugees’ maladjustment 

to South Korean society (Hu, Park, Park, & Jung, 2013; Jung, 2009; Lankov, 2006; Noh 

et al., 2015; Um et al., 2015; Cho, 2006; Kim, 2013). North Korean refugees’ 

maladjustment in South Korea occurs when they face distress while they adapt to the new 

culture, and many of them admit to experiencing mental issues such as depression, 

lethargy, and even drug addiction (Noh et al., 2015; Um et al., 2015). Kim (2013) reports 

that North Korean refugees’ maladjustment can be understood as a result of what she 

terms, “experience of strangeness.” When North Korean refugees adapt to South Korea’s 

new culture, new challenges pervade daily life, and strangeness in this new land replaces 

the comfort of the familiarity with the old. As a result maladjustment occurs (p.524).  

North Korean refugees’ maladjustment in South Korea is due to differences in 

culture between South and North Korea. North Korea’s culture is collectivistic in nature 

and led by the North Korean government. North Koreans obey what the government tells 

them either out of obedience or fear of retribution. Conversely, South Korean society is 

more individualistic; people emphasize personal achievements (Hu et al., 2013; Jung, 

2009). For example, Jung (2009) writes that the workplace in North Korea is not just site 

of work but acts as the center of life for North Koreans. It is in the workplace where 

North Koreans form bonds with co-workers, share the trivialities of the everyday, and 

upon which their social life is centered. South Koreans tend to separate their lives from 
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their workplace and guard their privacy (p. 6-11). Because of this cultural difference, 

most North Korean refugees feel lonely and isolated in South Korea from the difference 

in workplace interactions. North Korea refugees feel that they are strangers in South 

Korean society (Hu et al., 2013).  

In addition, linguistic differences between South and North Korea are another 

noteworthy factor that causes North Korean refugees to experience maladjustment in 

South Korean society (Cho, 2006; Kim, 2013). Cho (2006) reports that there are two 

linguistic problems when North Korean refugees settle down in South Korea. First, he 

indicates that South Korean loanwords from English prevent North Korean refugees from 

communicating with South Koreans. Since North Koreans refugees rarely learn English 

in North Korea, it is hard to understand loanwords from English in South Korea. 

Secondly, North Koreans’ intonation, accent, and pronunciation are different from South 

Koreans because North Koreans’ standard language comes from Pyongyang, the capital 

of North Korea, while South Korea’s standard language derives from Seoul, the capital of 

South Korea. Each language has its own intonation, accent, and pronunciation. Most 

North Korean refugees state that these linguistic differences cause hardships when they 

get a job or form relationships with South Koreans (p.333). As a result, they may be more 

reluctant to reveal their ideas, emotions, and values to South Koreans. North Korean 

refugees have been isolated in South Korea. 

As a result of these factors, instead of using face-to-face communication, they 

prefer to consume media in order to learn social norms, build trust, and inform 

themselves about the value system in South Korea (Cho, 2006; Han, 2013; Jun, 2013; Jun 
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& Cho, 2013; Jung, 2009; Keum, 2008; Kwak & Park, 2006; Yoon, 2010). In this 

situation, media scholars have paid attention to the role of media in terms of North 

Korean refugees’ adaptation because North Koreans are highly reluctant to share or 

disclose their private information with other people.  

 

The role of Media in terms of adaptation 

There are few studies analyzing the relationship between North Korean refugees’ 

adaptation and their media use. In order to provide a framework for understanding the 

relationship between immigrants’ adaption and their media use, it will be helpful to 

review previous studies on other immigrant groups around the world. In addition, other 

immigrant groups and North Korean refugees share similarities. The similarities between 

these groups consist of the fact that immigrants settle in a new environment and have 

trouble with adapting to their new surroundings (Yoon, 2010). Therefore, this section 

reviews studies analyzing the role of media in immigrants’ adaptation to a new society by 

focusing on immigrants around the world and North Korean refugees. In particular, this 

thesis reviews the role of media in immigrants’ lives, the particular aspects of this 

relationship that media scholars have paid attention to, and previous literature’s findings 

about the relationship between media use and refugees’ adaptation.   

In terms of mass media, numerous studies have analyzed the positive relationship 

between immigrants’ media use and their adaptation in new settlements (Elias, 2011; 

Elias & Lemish, 2008: Trix, 2010; Louie, 2003; Dalisay, 2012; Miglietta & Tartaglia, 

2009). These scholars argue that mass media played a positive role in terms of the 
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immigrants’ adaptation because immigrants learn about the host country’s culture, social 

norms, and value systems through media consumption. For example, Elias and Lemish 

(2008) argue that both homeland media and global media play a significant role in 

helping immigrants establish a new identity in a new settlement. They find that by 

watching local mass media, television helps immigrant children learn the host language 

and culture and in turn, more easily settle into the host society. Interestingly, some 

scholars pay attention to the significant role of language when immigrants use mass 

media in the process of adaptation (Dalisay, 2012; Miglietta & Tartaglia, 2009). Dalisay 

(2012) suggests that immigrants’ use of English media from outside of the U.S. is 

positively associated with not only current English proficiency but also American 

political knowledge. He finds the positive relationship between language and American 

political knowledge to be an indicator of immigrants’ adaptation in a host country (p.152-

156).   

After the emergence of digital media such as computers and the Internet, the 

concept of a digital divide, used by the U.S. National Telecommunications and 

Information Administration in the 1980s to refer to the gap between the people who do 

and do not have access to the Internet, emerged. The original meaning of a “digital 

divide” prioritizes the importance of the physical availability of computers and 

connectivity while neglecting other factors that cause digital divides such as digital skills 

and language barriers. Contemporary research about digital divides, digital access, and 

digital inequality focuses more on the diverse range of physical, digital, human, and 

social resources that shape peoples’ ability to use the Internet in meaningful and socially 
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valued ways (Warschauer, 2003; Tripp, 2011). In particular, Strover (2014) extends the 

debate of digital divide in terms of telecommunication policy. She argues that while 

access and use of Internet-related technology has increased, digital divides continue to 

occur in multi-layered spectrums such as different spatial, age, and socio-economic 

groups. She suggests that policy should focus beyond basic network access: the price of 

Internet access, the role of conventional service providers such as cable and phone 

companies, educating and training users who currently lack Internet skills, and the role of 

mobile communications in the digital divide. Her main argument is that the perception of 

a digital divide should be revised toward a perspective that recognizes the continuous 

challenges of new technologies and inequalities (P.117-120). 

In terms of the relationship between immigrants’ media use and their adaptation, 

many scholars have perceived the importance of not only digital access but also digital 

literacy among immigrants (Lam, 2014; Machado-Casas, Sanchez, & Ek, 2014; Yusuf, 

2012; Tripp, 2011). At the outset, it is imperative to clarify the definition of digital access 

and literacy. Digital access refers to the accessibility of electronic information and 

communication systems to people who have lower incomes and levels of education, and 

people living in undeveloped areas (Tedd & Large, 2005). In the U.S., the primary 

reasons that people cannot access electronic information systems have been identified as 

a lack of information technologies, a lack of information technology literacy, and 

language barriers (Higgins & King, 2013). Higgins and King (2013) argue that digital 

literacy is one of the most important factors to digital access. However, there is no 

standard definition of digital literacy. Hargittai (2003) is the most often cited authority on 



 16 

digital literacy. She supposes that digital illiteracy represents a significant element of the 

digital divide. She found that there are five dimensions that cause digital inequality: 

technical means, autonomy of use, social support networks, experience, and skill. Skill is 

defined as Internet competence, or how well users can respond to challenges and 

opportunities that are found on the Internet (Hargittai, 2003). Clark and Visser (2011) 

take the definition of digital literacy from the Federal Communication Commission 

(hereafter FCC) because this definition includes comprehensive facets of digital literacy 

(p.38):  

 

… digital literacy generally refers to a variety of skills associated with 

using Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) to find, evaluate, 

create and communicate information. It is the sum of the technical skills and 

cognitive skills people employ to use computers to retrieve information, 

interpret what they find and judge the quality of that information. It also 

includes the ability to communicate and collaborate using the Internet—

through blogs, self-published documents and presentations and collaborative 

social networking platforms (Federal Communications Commission, 

Connecting America: The National Broadband Plan Washington, DC: Federal 

Communications Commission, 2010).  

 

In respect to immigrants’ media use and their adaptation, both digital access and 

digital literacy in a new settlement are crucial factors to immigrants’ adaptation because 
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their Internet access and literacy can influence learning a new identity and social norms 

(Lam, 2014; Machado-Casas et al., 2014; Yusuf, 2012; Tripp, 2011). For example, Lam 

(2014) indicates that depending on the young immigrants’ digital access, digital literacy 

has a positive relationship on their social networks in a new settlement. He found that the 

more young immigrants who have high digital access and literacy, especially high 

linguistic competence, the larger their social networks are in a new settlement. 

The studies regarding the relationship between North Korean refugees’ adaptation 

and their media use have shown that media has played a significant role in North Korean 

refugees’ adaptation to South Korean society (Cho, 2006; Han, 2013; Jun, 2013; Jun & 

Cho, 2013; Jung, 2009; Keum, 2008; Kwak & Park, 2006; Yoon, 2010; Im, Kang, & Lee, 

2012). In terms of mass media, some scholars pay attention to the role of television in 

North Korean refugees’ adaptation (Im et al., 2012; Kwak & Park, 2006). These scholars 

place an emphasis on the media’s role in helping North Korean refugees to learn South 

Koreans’ social norms through mass media consumption. For example, Im et al. (2012) 

suggest that North Korean refugee women consume South Korean television dramas in a 

way that helps formulate their gender values. Based on in-depth interviews, the study 

found that North Korean refugee women learn about South Korean gender roles by 

watching South Korean dramas.  

In regard to digital media such as the Internet, some scholars emphasize digital 

access and digital literacy in order to analyze the relationship between North Korean 

refugees’ media use and their adaptation (Cho, 2006; Jun & Cho, 2013; Jung, 2009) . In 

particular, Cho (2006) looks at information poverty among North Korea refugees. He 
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argues that physical digital access and digital literacy, especially language barriers, are 

the main factors of information poverty among refugees. Based on in-depth interviews, 

he found that North Korean refugees have difficulties physically accessing the Internet 

and with digital literacy that can stem from linguistic problems. He argues that the digital 

divide between North Korean refugees and South Koreans is serious in South Korean 

society, and this digital divide has a negative influence on North Korean refugees’ 

adaptation in that they have limited access to the information to learn social values as 

well as to form social networks compared to South Koreans.  

 

Social trust, social network, and political participation 

Most previous studies on social trust and social networks employ the theory of social 

capital to explain social trust and network concepts. Therefore, this paper reviews how 

scholars explain social trust and networks by using social capital theory. Social capital is 

hard to define as one concept because there have been a number of attempts to 

conceptualize it as a theory. Bourdieu (1986) argues that capital consists of three different 

forms: economic capital that may be converted into money and institutionalized in the 

form of property rights; cultural capital that can be converted into economic capital and 

institutionalized in the form of education; and social capital that may also be converted 

into not only economic capital but also cultural capital. These three types of capital can 

be transformed into one another. However, this concept of social capital is slightly 

different from the definition of social capital that has been used in recent years in the 

fields of sociology and political science.  
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Robert Putnam has evolved the concept of social capital into a complex account 

of people’s relationships and their values. He defines social capital as “features of social 

life—networks, norms, and trust that enables participants to act together more effectively 

to pursue shared objectives” (Putnam, 2000: p.19). He also regards social trust and 

networks as pivotal concepts to explain social capital (Putnam, 1995, 2000).  

 Putnam (2000) states that “social trusters” are generally better citizens, more 

cooperative, and more engaged in community life. Many scholars have tried to associate 

the concept of social trust with other things. For example, Bowles & Gintis (2002) claim 

that social trust is associated with better community governance. In addition, Knack 

(1997) tries to explain social trust in terms of economic growth. Lastly, Hall (1999) 

associates the concept of social trust with social cooperation. In fact, social trust creates 

more integrated societies. Giddens (1991) claims that social trust continues or helps 

particular societies develop by providing an index of an action for the public. He 

classifies social trust into two specific concepts: interpersonal trust and institutional 

trust. Social trust is also a significant indicator in order to measure a settler’s social 

capital in a new settlement, in that the new settler’s social trust relates to better 

community governance, economic growth, social networks, and social cooperation 

(Herreros & Criado, 2009). In other words, social trust is a useful indicator to measure a 

new immigrant’s adaptation in a host country. 

 Putnam (1995; 2001) develops the social network concept using two distinctive 

concepts: bonding social capital and bridging social capital. Bonding social capital refers 

to tight networks in which similar individuals exist and have strong, intra-group ties. He 
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argues that these ties are useful to solidify and strengthen the network among group 

members. Conversely, bridging social capital refers to networks that people build outside 

of their direct, intimate connections, and are characterized by weak ties. Bridging social 

capital is a useful concept to measure how people extend their networks across different 

groups, and it provides new information resources to more dense groups (Sajuria, 

vanHeerde-Hudson, Hudson, Dasandi, & Theocharis, 2015, p.713-714). These two 

concepts have been used to analyze how immigrants build a social network in a new 

settlement. For example, Lancee (2012) found that immigrants’ social network in terms 

of bonding capital and bridging capital is associated with the immigrants’ performance in 

the labor market in a new settlement. He found that bridging social capital helps 

immigrants in both Germany and Netherlands to find employment, but bonding social 

capital does not. Kanas, Tubergen, & Lippe (2009) also analyze the impact of origin- and 

host- country social networks on immigrant self-employment by adopting bonding and 

bridging capital. They found that immigrants who have high bridging capital are more 

likely to be self-employed. Self-employment provides a solution for immigrants who are 

at risk of unemployment and poverty. In the above two studies, by using bonding capital 

as an indicator to measure social networks of immigrants, such capital led to immigrants 

having positive relationships with their adaptation.   

Political participation is a broad definition. Boulianne (2009) categorizes political 

participation into four concepts. 1) voting, 2) campaign activities, 3) expression of 

opinion, and 4) civic engagement. Putnam (1995) argues that the decline of general civic 

engagement can be understood through the metaphor of bowling alone. After Putnam’s 
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argument, some scholars have shown that voluntary participation in membership groups 

stimulates political participation (Knack, 1997; Verba, 1995). These scholars argue that 

people who are active in voluntary organizations pay more attention to political news, 

and engage in more political discussions than people who are not. The role of political 

participation is also significant to the immigrant because, in the process of immigrating, 

new settlers’ political participation is an important indicator of adaptation in a new 

settlement. For example, Nakhaie (2008) suggests that immigrants’ participation in social 

networks and volunteer activities have a positive relation to political participation. In 

other words, he argues that social networks stimulate political participation by providing 

channels of political information, social pressure, and shared responsibility (p.853-854).   

 

The relationship between media use, social trust, network, and political 

participation 

Since Putnam (1995) claims that television negatively affected Americans’ social 

network, media has become a crucial topic of research when scholars want to measure a 

social network. There have been prolonged debates about whether media positively or 

negatively correlates with social trust, networks and political participation. For example, 

Olken (2009) claims that television and radio have a negative association with social trust 

and political participation. He found that in Indonesia, the more people who watch 

television and listen to the radio, the less there is participation in social organizations and 

lower self-reported trust. This argument implies that media has a negative relationship 

with social trust. However, there are some opposing opinions against the idea that media 
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have a negative effect on social trust, network, and political participation (Mcleod, 

Scheufele, & Moy, 1999; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 2001). For example, Mcleod et al. 

(1999) argue that television news has a positive effect not only when developing a social 

networks but also in encouraging political participation from the public because the 

television news provides information about social issues and community problems. The 

television news supports the public in understanding social issues and problems and can 

inspire political participation among the public.  

 However, after the emergence of the Internet, a growing body of literature has 

claimed that the relationship between Internet use and social capital can be positive or 

neutral (Chen, 2013; Bauernschuster, Falck, & Woessmann, 2014; Hampton, Lee, & Her, 

2011; Lee, 2007; Wang, 2014). For example, Chen's (2013) analysis found that Internet 

use is positively related to both types of social networks: with weak-tie and strong-ties. 

She argues that Internet use is positively related to weak-tie based network extensity. 

Internet use and online communication are also positively related to the number and the 

proportion of strong ties (Chen, 2013). Lee (2007) claims that those who have strong 

social ties have an increased ability to enhance their social capital by using the Internet. 

These two scholars found a positive relationship between Internet use and social capital. 

Recently, the emergence of SNS has prompted scholars to investigate their relationship to 

establishing social trust, networks, and political participation. A number of previous 

studies have found positive or neutral relationships among SNS use and social trust, 

network, and political participation (Jun & Cho, 2013; Kim & Kim, 2012; Yoon, 2014; 

Zhong, 2014). Regarding social trust, Kim and Kim (2012) argues that SNS use has a 



 23 

positive association with social trust. They use interpersonal trust with other people as an 

indicator to measure social trust. They found that the frequency of social media use has a 

positive correlation to trust in other SNS users. In terms of social networks and political 

participation, Zhong (2014) reveals that SNS use has a positive relationship to online 

bonding and bridging social capital, and both bonding and bridging social networks are 

positively related to online civic involvement as an indicator political participation.  

There is little research analyzing the relationship among media use, social trust, 

social networks, and political participation among North Korean refugees. Kwak and 

Park (2006) analyzed how mass media is associated with North Korean refugees’ social 

trust, social networks, and political participation. They found that radio and television 

news media outlets have a positive relationship with North Korean refugees’ social trust 

in South Korean society. Conversely, North Korean refugees who watch dramas regularly 

have a negative relationship with social trust. However, they could not find any 

meaningful association among North Korean refugees’ mass media use, their social 

networks, and political participation in South Korean society. In terms of the Internet, Jun 

(2013) argues that North Korean refugees’ SNS use has a positive relationship to social 

trust of other people and social networks in South Korea. He found a meaningful positive 

relationship between the frequency of North Korean refugees use of SNS and their 

purpose using SNS. He uses social trust and social networks as indicators to measure 

North Korean refugees’ purposes for using SNS. In other word, North Korean refugees’ 

media use has a positive influence on their goal to broaden their social networks with 

other people in South Korea as well as to strengthen their social trust with other people in 
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South Korea. Keum (2008) suggests that social trust, networks, and political participation 

are significant indicators to measure North Korean refugees’ adaptation because these 

three indicators provide multiple facets of information about North Korean refugees’ 

adaptation.  

 

Summary 

Defining North Koreans who move to South Korea as exiles is controversial since they 

have various characteristics. However, most scholars refer to them as North Korean 

refugees or North Korean defectors to include not only their political motivations but also 

their economic motivations that pushed them to move to South Korea (Han, 2013; Jun & 

Cho, 2013; Keum, 2008; Lankov, 2006; Um et al., 2015; Yu et al., 2012). Based on these 

scholars’ approach, this study refers to North Koreans who moved to South Korea as 

North Korean refugees.  

The statistics among North Korean refugees shows three interesting 

demographics. First, the number of North Koreans leaving North Korea has been steadily 

increasing since 1994. Second, the number of female North Korean refugees has 

increased. Lastly, the younger generations from ages twenty to those in their thirties also 

have increased (Korean Ministry of Unification, 2014). Therefore, this paper pays 

attention to how these demographic factors relate to North Korean refugees’ digital 

access, digital literacy, media use, and their adaptation to South Korean society. 

 Most North Korean refugees struggle to adapt to South Korean society because of 

the cultural difference between South Korea and North Korea. The main cultural 
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differences between South and North Korea can be divided into two categories; the 

collectivistic culture of North Korea (Hu et al., 2013; Jung, 2009) and the linguistic 

difference between North and South Korea which leads to refugees experiencing 

maladjustment (Cho, 2006; Kim, 2013). To measure North Korean refugees’ 

maladjustment, previous studies have focused on psychological indicators such as 

depression, lethargy, and even drug addiction by conducting surveys (Noh et al., 2015; 

Um et al., 2015). Many media scholars pay attention to how North Korean refugees tend 

to use media to learn South Korean social values, form relationships with other people, 

and acquire information about political participation (Cho, 2006; Han, 2013; Jun, 2013; 

Jun & Cho, 2013; Jung, 2009; Keum, 2008; Kwak & Park, 2006; Yoon, 2010).  

After the emergence of digital media such as computers and the Internet, many 

scholars suggest that there is a positive relationship between media use and immigrants’ 

adaptation to a new settlement. In particular, scholars emphasize digital access and digital 

literacy (Lam, 2014; Machado-Casas et al., 2014; Yusuf, 2012; Tripp, 2011). Tedd and 

Large (2005) defines digital access as the accessibility to electronic information and 

communication systems. This definition focuses on the physical access of computer- or 

Internet-related technologies. However, digital access should be considered beyond 

conventional digital access, meaning the physical availability of computers and 

connectivity. Some scholars recommend alternatives to approach digital access. They 

argue digital access should be considered in terms of the diverse range of physical, 

digital, human, and social resources (Warschauer, 2003; Tripp, 2011, Strover, 2014).  
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Hargittai (2003) pays attention to digital skills or literacy as a significant 

dimension to measure digital inequality. Therefore, this paper measures not only North 

Korean refugees’ digital access in terms of their Internet connection availability and 

device use but also their digital literacy. In particular this paper uses mobile devices to 

measure Internet connection availability. Previous studies have emphasized users’ digital 

skills and their linguistic competence (Dalisay, 2012; Miglietta & Tartaglia, 2009). 

Dalisay (2012) analyzed how immigrants’ linguistic competence relate to their 

acculturation in a new settlement when they consume mass media such as print media, 

radio, and TV. Based on his approach, this thesis analyzes how North Korean refugees’ 

linguistic competence is associated with their adaptation by focusing on Internet media. 

Interestingly, studies analyzing North Korean refugees’ media use reveal that North 

Korean refugees also have linguistic problems (Cho, 2006; Jun, 2013). However, these 

studies neglect online linguistic problems even though new online words have been 

created and the new online words cause more linguistic problems among North Korean 

refugees. Therefore, this thesis measures North Korean refugees’ linguistic problems in 

regard to not only their daily life but also their online activities.   

Social trust, networks, and political participation are significant indicators in 

measuring North Korean refugees’ adaptation because they provide multifaceted 

information about North Korean refugees’ adaptation (Keum, 2008). A previous study 

that analyzed the relationship between immigrants’ media use and their social trust 

revealed that media use has a positive influence on refugees’ social trust (Kim & Kim, 

2012). Therefore, this paper examines how North Koreans’ digital media use relates to 
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their social trust. To measure social trust, this study categorizes social trust as 

interpersonal trust and institutional trust based on Giddens's (1991) study.  

In terms of social networks, previous literature also shows that media use has a 

positive association with North Korean refugees’ social networks (Zhong, 2014). This 

paper also analyzes how North Korean refugees’ digital media use relates to their social 

networks by employing bonding social capital and bridging social capital theories. Lastly, 

even though there are some previous studies that found a positive relationship between 

immigrants’ media use and their political participation (Mcleod et al, 1999; Zhong, 

2014), no study has found a meaningful relationship between North Korean refugees’ 

media use and their political participation. Therefore, by using the concept of political 

participation, this paper explores the relationship between North Korean refugees’ media 

use and their political participation.  

Most previous studies analyzing the relationship between immigrants’ media use 

and their social trust, social networks, and political participation tend to use quantitative 

approaches such as surveys to measure their results (Mcleod et al., 1999); Zhong, 2014; 

Kwak and Park, 2006; Herreros & Criado, 2009; Jun & Cho, 2013). These studies show 

statistical tendencies regarding the relationship between immigrants’ media use and their 

social trust, social networks, and political participation. However, these studies neglect a 

descriptive analysis of the relationship between immigrants’ media use and their social 

trust, social networks, and political participation. Therefore, this thesis conducted both 

surveys and interviews with North Korean refugees to show not only statistical 
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tendencies but also to describe how digital access and literacy relates to North Korean 

refugees’ social trust, social network, and political participation.  
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Chapter 3: Research design 

In order to not only map out the present status of North Korean refugees’ digital access 

and literacy but also analyze the relationship between North Korean refugees’ Internet 

use and their adaptation in South Korean society, this paper takes a quantitative approach 

as well as a qualitative approach. For a quantitative approach, this study employs a 

survey of 43 North Korean refugees. By using snowball sampling, the researcher 

conducted online and offline surveys. The survey’s initial source (and participant) is an 

acquaintance of the researcher as well as a leader of the North Korean Christian Young 

Refugees group located in Seoul, South Korea. With her assistance, the researcher had 

access to additional participants. Moreover, with the assistance of Buddhist and Christian 

religious group leaders who support and help North Korean refugees, the researcher was 

able to recruit more participants for the study. 

Qualitatively, this study conducted in-depth interviews with a total of 12 North 

Korean refugees. An interview is a more personal approach than that of a survey. By 

using snowball sampling, the researcher conducted one-on-one interviews with 12 North 

Korean refugees. The initial interviewee is an acquaintance of the researcher as well as a 

famous poet who writes poetry about North Korea and a united Korea. With her 

assistance, the researcher accessed additional interviewees. In addition, because the 

interviewees worried about that their interview might cause problems in their private life, 

this researcher keeps the interviewees’ anonymity. Therefore, the interviewees’ names 

mentioned in this study are pseudonyms. All interviews were conducted in Seoul, South 

Korea.  
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The questionnaire for the survey contained closed-ended as well as open-ended 

questions (refer to Appendix 1). There were a total of 5 sections on the questionnaire to 

complete including: (i) Demographics, (ii) Digital Access, (iii) Digital Literacy, (iv) 

Media Use, and (v) Social Trust, Social networks, and Political Participation. 

Participation in the survey took 30 minutes. For the one-on-one interviews (refer to 

Appendix 2), the guiding questions comprise five sections including (i) Digital Access, 

(ii) Digital Literacy, (iii) Media Use, (iv) Social Trust, Social networks, and Political 

Participation, and (v) General Questions including demographics. Interviews lasted no 

more than 2 hours. 

Based on these two data sources, this essay maps out the present condition of 

digital access and literacy among North Korean refugees to answer Research Question 1: 

 

RQ 1: What is the present condition of digital access, digital literacy, and 

media use among North Korean refugees? 

 

In addition, this paper analyzes how North Korean refugees’ digital media use 

relates to their social trust and political participation in South Korea to answer Research 

Question 2: 

 

RQ 2: How do North Korean refugees’ digital access, literacy, and media use 

relate to refugees’ social trust, social networks, and political participation in 

South Korean society? 
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The participants had to be at least 18 years old. The anticipated age range for 

research participants was 18 to 65. The research period was from March 24th, 2015 to 

May 15th, 2015. In order to conduct research using human participants, this paper has 

IRB permission. The study number is 2015-01-0065. The IRB permission was approved 

on March 23, 2015. This approval will expire on March 22, 2018.  

 

Quantitative method: A survey 

Sample 

The sample is comprised of 43 North Korean refugees. To access North Korean refugees 

is difficult because they are highly reluctant to disclose their private information to 

others. Because some of their family members still live in North Korea, they worry about 

whether their participation in this project will have negative consequences for their 

family members in North Korea. Therefore, with the assistance of the researcher’s 

acquaintances and religious persons such as Buddhist monks and Christian priests, the 

researcher accessed 43 North Korean refugees on the condition of guaranteeing their 

anonymity. The surveys were conducted offline as well as online. With the assistance of 

an acquaintance who is a member of a church, surveys were conducted in a church. The 

church is famous for helping North Korean refugees. Therefore, many North Korean 

refugees participate in worship ceremonies at this church. The researcher went to the 

church with paper questionnaires and pens. After finishing the worship ceremony, the 

questionnaires were distributed among North Korean refugees. The participants 
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participated in the survey voluntarily. A total of twenty completed questionnaires were 

gathered. The second offline surveys were conducted at a meeting of a North Korean 

refugee dance company. The researchers’ acquaintance is the head of the dance company. 

Because the meeting was held in a restaurant in Seoul the researcher arrived at the 

restaurant with paper questionnaires and pens. A total of sixteen finished questionnaires 

were gathered. Online surveys were conducted through Qualtrics (qualtrics.com), which 

provides online web-based surveys. The researcher’s acquaintance recruited participants 

who had time to meet offline. A total of seven surveys were gathered. The survey took 

the participants no more than 30 minutes to complete.  

 

Variables and Measures 

The questionnaire asked the North Korean refugees to describe their demographics, 

digital access, digital literacy, media use, social trust, network, and political participation. 

The independent variables in this survey consisted of demographic factors. The 

demographic variables include North Korean refugees’ gender, age, the period of 

settlement in South Korea, education, and the average income. Important variables are 

gender because of the increase of female North Korean refugees who comprise 70% of 

North Korean refugees living in South Korea and age because the percent of refugees 

between the ages of 18 and 30 has tended to increase in the last few decades. The period 

of settlement in South Korea is also an important variable in that it has a positive 

relationship to the refugees’ adaptation to South Korean society.    
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As an intervening variable, the study measured North Korean refugees’ digital 

access, digital literacy, and media use. To measure North Korean refugees’ digital access, 

this research chose to examine individuals’ possession of devices that access the Internet 

by asking a yes or no question pertaining to whether they own a smart phone, tablet, 

personal computer, or laptop. This study used a yes or no question to determine whether 

survey participants had broadband access in their home. Also, the questionnaire used a 

yes or no question that asked North Korean refugees whether they use the Internet in their 

daily lives.  

 Regarding digital literacy, this research measured North Korean refugees’ ability 

to use digital media. By asking nine questions, this paper measured North Korean 

refugees’ digital ability by using a five-point scale from strongly agree, agree, neutral, 

disagree to strongly disagree. The nine questions were: I feel capable of “Uploading 

content to a website,” “Blocking spam or unwanted content,” “Adjusting my privacy 

settings online,” “Bookmarking a website or adding a website to my list of favorites,” 

“Comparing different sites to check the accuracy of information,” “Creating and 

managing my own personal profile on a social network site,” “Creating and managing my 

own personal website,” “Recognizing a phishing request,” and “Making my own 

content.” This thesis computed Cronbach’s coefficient (α) to check the reliability of the 

variables for digital ability. The estimated coefficient was 0.850.   

Moreover, this paper asked about North Korean refugees’ linguistic barriers when 

they use the Internet. To measure the linguistic barriers among North Korean refugees, 

this paper raised two questions. First, it asked whether refugees understand South Korea’s 
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language in their daily lives. Secondly, this research questioned North Korean refugees’ 

understanding of online words by employing a five-point scale from strongly agree, 

agree, neutral, disagree to strongly disagree. As already discussed in the literature review, 

North Korean refugees have linguistic barriers due to South Korean loanwords from 

English. Therefore, this variable is a significant indicator to measure the digital literacy 

of North Korean refugees. Cronbach’s coefficient (α) to check reliability of the variables 

for linguistic barriers reported 0.857. 

In terms of media use, the researcher of this paper asked participants about how 

often they use media such as the Internet, SNS, and online news. The questions about 

media use comprise of three questions: “How often do you access the Internet?”, “How 

often do you use social networks sites? (Facebook, Twitter, etc)?”, “How often do you 

read online news articles?” These questions asked how many times the participants use 

the Internet, SNS, and read online news articles based on a six-point scale: multiple times 

per day, daily, weekly, monthly, monthly less often, and never. Cronbach’s coefficient 

(α) to check the reliability of the variables for media use reported 0.621, lower than is 

usually required to treat the variables as a single factor. 

The dependent variables are social trust, social network, and political 

participation. To measure social trust among North Korean refugees in South Korean 

society, this essay classifies social trust into two specific categories: interpersonal trust 

and institutional trust. For interpersonal trust, this study asked six questions by using a 

five-point scale from strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree to strongly disagree: I feel I 

trust “South Koreans in my neighborhood,” “Religious South Korean individuals or 
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[those] in religious groups,” “South Koreans at school or work,” “North Korean refugees 

in my neighborhood,” “Religious North Korean individuals or those in religious groups,” 

and “North Korean refugees at school or work.” For institutional trust, this paper asked 

whether North Korean refugees trust the South Korean government, political parties in 

South Korea, religious institutions such as the church and temple, and local communities 

in South Korea by using a five-point scales from strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree 

to strongly disagree. The questions were: I feel I trust “the South Korean government,” 

“Political parties in South Korea,” “Religious Institutions,” “the Local community in 

South Korea.” Cronbach’s coefficient (α) for interpersonal trust was 0.761 and the 

estimated coefficient for institutional trust reported 0.811. 

This research also measured social networks among North Korean refugees by 

using the bonding capital and bridging capital theories. To measure social networks, this 

paper used the Williams's (2006) study, which provides a scale of social capital 

addressing issues of social network. This paper extracted 3 items from 20 original items 

related to bonding capital, and assessed them using a five from strongly agree, agree, 

neutral, disagree to strongly disagree. The questions were, “I have some people who can 

advise me on very important decisions,” “I have a few people with whom I can talk when 

I feel lonely,” “People I interact with will give me money.” The measures for bridging 

capital used were also drawn from the Williams's (2006) study. This study provided three 

questions to measure bridging capital by using a five scale from strongly agree, agree, 

neutral, disagree to strongly disagree. The questions were the following “Interacting with 

people makes me feel curious about other places in the world,” “Interacting with people 
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makes me feel interested in things happening outside the home,” “Interacting with people 

helps me find new conversation partners.” Cronbach’s coefficient (α) for bonding social 

capital reported 0.770 and the estimated coefficient for bridging social capital recorded 

0.668, both somewhat low, perhaps due to the relatively small size of the sample. North 

Korean refugees’ political participation through digital media was measured by asking 

whether they participate in political engagement via digital media using a nominal, 

yes/no, question.   

 After gathering data, this researcher analyzed the associations among variables by 

employing the statistical tool SPSS. The questionnaire that was the basis of this research 

is a revised version of 2014 Austin Digital Inclusion Survey.  

 

Qualitative method: In-depth interview 

In the in-depth interviews, the researcher asked the interviewees more specific and 

descriptive questions. There are five sets of questions that inquire about the interviewees’ 

media use and adaptation. First, the researcher asked about North Korean refugees’ 

digital access in general. In this question set, the researcher asked whether the 

interviewees use the Internet in their daily lives, which devices they use to access the 

Internet, whether they have any obstacles to accessing the Internet, and whether they used 

the Internet in North Korea.  

Second, the researcher asked about the interviewees’ digital literacy. In this 

section, the researcher provided questions to measure refugees’ digital skills and 
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knowledge. In particular, the researcher asked about linguistic problems when the 

interviewees use the Internet.  

Third, the research posed a question regarding the refugees’ media use. To 

measure their media use, the researcher asked the refugees to name their favorite 

activities on the Internet as well as their usual patterns of use. 

Lastly, the researcher used open-ended questions to ask whether participants’ 

digital media use is related to their social trust, networks, and political participation in 

South Korea. In terms of social trust, the researcher asked how they perceive people as 

well as institutions in South Korea. Especially focusing on the refugees’ Internet use, the 

researcher asked whether their perception of people and institutions in South Korea has 

changed. Regarding social networks, this study analyzed how the Internet and SNS play a 

role in North Korean refugees’ social networks in South Korea. The researcher asked 

whether digital media plays a positive role in creating or maintaining refugees’ bonding 

capital and bridging capital. In terms of political participation, this study examined 

whether refugees use the Internet to participate in political activities such as voting, 

campaigns, expressions of opinion, and civic engagement. Finally, the researcher asked 

how the Internet or SNS might help North Korean refugees participate in any kind of 

political activities.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

Quantitative result: A survey 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the sample’s demographics. The total number 

of people in the sample was 43 North Korean refugees. Sixteen participants were male and 

27 participants were female. The average age of the male participants was 30.19 years old 

and 28.3 years old for the females. On average the participants lived in South Korea for 

more than 6 years (Male: 7.38 Female: 6.26). Interestingly, the participants reported high 

levels of education. On average, they had an undergraduate education. However, the 

participants’ average income was low. The average income of male participants ranged 

from $1,000 to $1,999 per month. The average income of female participants ranged from 

$2,000 to $2,999 per month.        

 

Table 1- Samples descriptive statistics of demographic 

 

Variable 

Male (N=16) Female (N=27)  

Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Age 30.2 8.6 28.3 8.6 

Settlement 

period 

7.4 4.2 6.3 3.3 

Education Undergraduate  1.3 Undergraduate 1.3 

Income From $1,000  

     to $1,999 

1.8 From $2,000  

    to $2,999 

2.5 

 

Table 2 shows the frequency of digital access among the survey participants. At 

first, this paper measured North Korean refugees’ possession of devices that connect to the 

Internet: 65.1% of the participants have desktop computers; 86% of the participants own 
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laptops; and 37.2% of the participants have tablet PCs. Interestingly, 97.7% of the 

participants have broadband access in their home. Lastly, this study measured whether 

North Korean refugees use the Internet in their daily lives. All of the participants answered 

that they use the Internet in their daily life.   

 

Table 2- Analysis of frequency in terms of digital access 

Variables N (Total N=43) Percent (%) 

Devices 

Desktop 

Laptop 

Smartphone 

Tablet 

 

28 

37 

43 

16 

 

65.1% 

86% 

100% 

37.2% 

Home broadband 42 97.7% 

Internet use in daily life 43 100% 

 

 

Table 3 shows a T-Test comparison organized by the survey participants’ age to 

determine North Korean refugees’ digital access, digital literacy, and media use. While the 

young age group spans from age 20 to 34 years old, the older group consists of participants 

over the age of 35 years old. There were 37 participants in the younger age group and 6 in 

the older age group. Even though all of the participants in this survey possessed 

smartphones and used the Internet in their daily lives, some of the participants did not have 

broadband access in their home and do not possess desktops, laptops, and tablet PCs (see 

Table 2). The results show that there is a significant difference between the younger age 

group’s possession of desktop computers and that of the older group’s possession of 

desktops. The statistical results show that the frequency of Internet use between young and 

old participants is also significantly different. However, the reader must be careful with 
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such comparisons, especially because of the disparity in number of participants in the two 

groups, which increases the possibility of error.       

 

Table 3 – T-Test Comparison of the Younger Age Group and Old Age Group 

Variables Young Age (N=37) Old Age (N=6) Result 

M SD M SD T P-value 

Digital access 

Home broadband 

    Desktop  

    Laptop 

    Tablet 

 

1 

0.6 

0.9 

0.3 

 

0.2 

0.5 

0.3 

0.5 

 

1 

1 

0.7 

0.5 

 

0 

0 

0.5 

0.5 

 

-0.399 

-4.954 

1.038 

-0.971 

 

0.692 

0.000** 

0.342 

0.337 

Digital Literacy 

    Digital skills 

    Language  

 

15.9 

3.5 

 

4.9 

1.5 

 

20 

4.5 

 

6.6 

1.5 

 

-1.587 

-1.435 

 

0.120 

0.250 

Media use 

    Internet use 

    SNS use 

    Online news 

 

1.3 

1.4 

1.5 

 

0.5 

0.9 

0.6 

 

1 

1.3 

1.2 

 

0 

0.8 

0.4 

 

3.651 

0.185 

1.789 

 

0.001** 

0.854 

0.108 

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01 

 

Table 4 shows the statistical correlation among demographic factors, digital 

literacy, media use, and digital access. Gender, age, and education have statistically 

significant relationships with digital literacy and media use. Age is related to lower 

digital skills; as the refugees’ age, the fewer digital skills and knowledge they have. 

Gender also has a positive relation to the amount of Internet use and online news 

consumption.. Highly educated participants showed a positive association with Internet 

use and online news consumption. However, statistical results do not show a correlation 

between demographic factors and digital access (Table 4).  
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Table 4- Correlation among demographic factors, digital literacy, media use, and 

digital access 

Variables Digital literacy Media use Digital 

access 

 Skills Language Internet 

use   

SNS use Online 

news 

Home 

broad 

band 

Gender .087 .133 .373** .260* .211 .119 

Age -.381** -.195 .193 -.026 .134 -.043 

Settlement 

period 

-.184 -.019 -.004 -.019 .093 .056 

Education -.200 -.074 .445** .154 .265* .034 

Income .191 -.068 -.134 -.059 -.052 .229 
Note: * p<.05, **p<0.01 

 

The Table 5 shows the relationship between digital literacy and adaptation. To 

measure adaptation, this paper employs three different indicators: social trust, network, 

and political participation. Digital skills and knowledge have a statistically significant 

relationship in the interpersonal trust of South Koreans, institutional trust of the local 

community, and bridging capital. Digital skills have a positive relation to trusting South 

Koreans. The digitally skillful respondents in this survey appear to have greater social 

trust regarding the local community such as settlement homes. The people who have high 

digital skills trust the local community in South Korea. In addition, the participants with 

good digital skills are likelier to have bridging capital. The more refugees who have 

digital skills, the more bridging capital in South Korea is increased.  

 Regarding the correlation between language and adaptation, the refugees who 

were accustomed to the English loanwords and digital words had a statistically significant 

relationship with both bonding capital and bridging capital (Table 5). The people 
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accustomed to the English loanwords and digital terms have an increased degree of 

bonding capital and bridging capital in South Korean society. However, the statistical 

results do not show a relationship between digital literacy and political participation.  

 

Table 5 - Correlation between digital literacy and adaptation 

Variables Digital literacy 

Skills Language 

Interpersonal trust   

   South Koreans .295* .210 

   North Koreans .033 .215 

Institutional trust   

   Government .167 .136 

   Political party .252 -.018 

   Religious group .152 .231 

   Local community .256* .139 

Social network   

   Bonding capital .173 .337* 

   Bridging capital  .414** .279* 

Political participation .060 -.182 
Note: * p<.05, **p<0.01 

 

Table 6 shows the correlation among digital access, media use, and adaptation 

indicators. Digital access only has a significant relationship with bridging capital. The 

more refugees who have home broadband, the more they build bridging capital. 

However, the results show that there is no meaningful association between media use and 

adaptation, whether that media use involves social networking sites, conventional media, 

or general Internet use.  
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Table 6 - Correlation among digital access, media use, and adaptation 

Variables Digital access Media use 

Home broadband Internet use SNS use Online news 

Interpersonal trust     

   South Koreans .044 .086 .044 -.030 

   North Koreans -.006 .100 .136 .038 

Institutional trust     

   Government 085 -.042 -.124 .033 

   Political party .012 .233 -.117 .064 

   Religious group .082 .083 -.201 .019 

   Local community .085 -.157 -.048 -.116 

Social network     

   Bonding capital .237 .107 .022 .011 

   Bridging capital  .277* -.147 .053 -.212 

Political participation .085 -.132 -.115 -.191 

Note: * p<.05, **p<0.01 

 

Table 7 shows the standardized coefficients (betas) of regression analysis of 

digital access, literacy, media use, and adaptation. The independent variables are 

demographics, digital access, digital literacy, and media use. The dependent variables are 

social trust and social networks. The results show that gender negatively relates to 

bridging capital (P-value=.032). Male was coded as zero and female was coded as one. 

Since gender is a nominal variable it was coded as a dummy variable to use it as an 

independent variable for the regression analysis. The results show that the female 

variable negatively related to bridging capital. Incomes positively related to bridging 

capital (P-value=.022). In terms of digital access, tablet possessions positively related to 

North Korean refugees’ bonding capital (P-value=.012). The digital skills of participants 

were also positively associated with their bridging capital (P-value=.022).    
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Table 7 – Standardized Coefficients (betas) of Regression Analysis of Digital Access, 

Digital Literacy, Media Use, and Adaptation  

Independent 

variable 

Dependent variable 

 Social trust Social network 

 Interpersonal 

trust 
Institutional 

trust 
Bonding capital Bridging capital 

Demographics 
Gender 

Age 

Settlement period 

Education 

Income 

 

.002 

-.244 

-.085 

0214 

-.015 

 

-.030 

-.158 

-.106 

.360 

.030 

 

-.313 

.018 

.197 

.005 

-.012 

 

-.537* (.032) 
-.130 

-.120 

-.057 

.447* (.022) 

Digital access 
Home broadband 

Desktop 

Laptop 

Tablet 

 
.027 

.256 

.094 

-.081 

 

-.037 

.258 

.288 

.008 

 

.104 

.150 

.051 

.531* (.012) 

 

.164 

-.014 

.149 

-.261 

Digital literacy 
Skills 

Language 

 

.293 

.145 

 

.404 

.051 

 

.154 

.234 

 

.647*(.022) 
-.022 

Media use 
Internet use 

SNS use 

Online news 

 

-.193 

.034 

-.036 

 

-.067 

.336 

-.101 

 

-.412 

.119 

-.142 

 

-.274 

-.130 

-.177 

𝒓𝟐 .223 .283 .399 .484 

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01 

 

Qualitative result: In-depth interview  

Demographic factors 

A total of 12 interviewees participated in this research. The age range of the participants 

was from 22 to 44 years old. Most of participants were in their 20s and 30s (11 

participants). Regarding the interviews’ gender, eight participants were females and four 

interviewers were males. The most of interviewees are undergraduate students (8 

interviewees). One interviewee is a famous entertainer in South Korea. She was on a panel 
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on a famous talk show “Now on my way to meet you,” which is a talk show in which North 

Korean refugees talk about their life in North Korea as well as announce news or interesting 

stories in North Korea. She also participated in many South Korean TV programs related 

to North Korea. Another interviewee is not only a company employee but also a politician 

in South Korea. He is a reader of the South Korean branch of group Human Right in North 

Korea. In terms of the participants’ settlement period, interviewees were categorized into 

two groups. The first group of refugees were comprised of the people who came directly 

to South Korea. They do not have any experience in other countries except North and South 

Korea (3 participants). Another group of refugees have experience living in a third country 

including China and England (9 interviewees). Most North Korean refugees move to South 

Korea through the Chinese border. Therefore, many North Korean refugees tend to live in 

China for a few years on the way to South Korea because of the Chinese government’s 

censorship and economic problems (see Table 8).   

Table 8- Interviewees' demographic factors 

Number Age Gender Occupation Settlement period (years)  

1 22 Female Student(Undergraduate) S Korea:6 

2 23 Female Student(Undergraduate) S Korea: 6 

3 24 Male Student(Undergraduate) England:7, S Korea:2 

4 31 Male Student(Undergraduate) China:8, S Korea:7 

5 38 Female Entertainer China:3, S Korea:7 

6 28 Male Student(Undergraduate) China:11  ,S Korea:6 

7 26 Female Student(Undergraduate) China:7, S Korea:7 

8 27 Female Student(Undergraduate) S Korea:4 

9 31 Male Company employee & 

politician 

China:4, S Korea:7 

10 28 Female Student(Undergraduate) China:10, S Korea:7 

11 36 Female Housewife China:3, S Korea:3 

12 44 Female Company employee China:14, S Korea:2 
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North Korean refugees’ digital access and literacy 

All interviewees can access the Internet in their daily lives through smartphones because 

using smartphones to access the Internet is not only easy to learn but also cheap to use. 

Even though a few interviewees are disaffected with the high price smart phone data plans, 

they do not feel inconvenienced because of many available free WiFi-zones in South 

Korea. The interviewees who are not undergraduate students have difficulty in accessing 

the Internet through a laptop or desktop computer. North Korean refugees who are 

undergraduate students are used to accessing the Internet via their own desktop, laptop 

computer, and even tablet PCs to do their homework or group projects with South Koreans. 

Conversely, this research’s participants who do not belong to a school have limited use of 

desktops, laptops, and tablet PCs: 

 

I always use the Internet through my smartphones. It is very easy and cheap to 

use. However, I don’t know how to use any kinds of computers including 

desktops, laptops, and tablet PCs. I think these devices are hard to use and 

complicated to understand. Moreover, I don’t need to these devices because I 

can do the same activities through a smartphone. I usually spend more than 4 

hours using the Internet through a smartphone. I cannot imagine my life 

without a smartphone (Park, 38 years old, female entertainer). 

 

I usually access the Internet through my smartphone. I think smartphone data 

plans are so expensive. But I don’t feel uncomfortable using the Internet in that 
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there are many public WiFi-zones around my home and school. Sometimes I 

use my laptop to do homework or group projects for my university classes. But 

I prefer to use a smartphone rather than a laptop because a smartphone is easier 

to use (Park, 23 years old, female undergraduate student).   

 

None of the interviewees used digital devices and the Internet in North Korea. When 

the refugees come to South Korea for the first time, they were investigated by South Korean 

authorities as to whether they were spies from North Korea. After they are monitored, the 

refugees go to Hanawon, the name for the settlement support center for North Korean 

refugees. There, they acquired basic digital media skills and knowledge. There, the North 

Korean refugees who come directly to South Korea experience using a computer and the 

Internet for the first time in their life. However, they indicate that the education at Hanawon 

is not useful in that they teach only basic digital skills and knowledge. Instead, refugees 

often learn how to use digital media on their own or through their friends. The refugees 

who have lived in a third country such as China or England tend to experience digital media 

in the third country and it is there they acquire their initial digital media skills. This 

experience affects the refugees’ media use in that the refugees who have lived in China or 

England continue to use Chinese or English websites according to their previous 

experiences:  

  

I never used any kinds of digital devices such as a computer or smart phones 

in North Korea. I used the Internet in South Korea for the first time. Some 
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North Korean refugees who have lived in China know how to use computers 

and the Internet. But, since I came to South Korea directly I learned how to use 

the computers and the Internet in Hanawon. There, I leaned digital skills such 

as how to type on a keyboard and access the Internet. But it was not useful at 

all because Hanawon restricted the use of a computer. Instead, I learned how 

to use digital media on my own or through both South Korean friends and other 

North Korean refugees (Oh, 22 years old, female, came directly to South 

Korea).  

 

I experienced using a computer and the Internet for the first time in China. I 

left North Korea in 1998. At that time I didn’t know how to use computers and 

the Internet. However, at about 16-17 years old, I learned how to use computers 

and the Internet, which was after 5 years of leaving North Korea. At first, I had 

only a TV. The price of computers were very expensive at that time. I learned 

how to use digital media on my own (Jeong, 28 years old, female, lived 10 

years in China and 7 years in South Korea).  

 

 Most of the interviewees indicate that the linguistic differences between South and 

North Korea is a significant barrier in regard to digital literacy. They reported that South 

Korean loanwords and Internet words derived from English cause difficulties in 

communicating with South Koreans on the Internet. As a result, this creates a digital barrier 

when they access digital media. This is because North Korean refugees usually did not 
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learn English in North Korea. However, the refugees search the words they do not 

understand instantly after they have been skilled at using smartphone in order to look up 

words and understand concepts that are familiar to them. However, they do not find it 

difficult to make conversations with South Koreans in their daily life: 

 

The difference in language between South and North Korea makes me 

depressed. When I worked as convenience store clerk I had hard time due to 

English words that South Koreans used. Many items used loanwords derived 

from English. For example, the customers asked me where the “stockings” or 

“bandages” were. In North Korea, stockings called “Harusali yangmal.” 

Moreover, many advertisements use English loanwords. I did not understand 

at all. Internet words are the same. Every time I did not understand the English 

words I had to ask my friends about the words. After I got used to using a 

smartphone, I immediately searched the words I did not understand instantly. 

However, it did not feel hard to communicate in daily conversations with South 

Koreans (Park, 23 years old, female). 

 

North Korean refugees’ digital media use 

The participants of this study usually search for news with their smartphone. All of 

the interviewees search for news through web portal applications such as Naver and 

daum on their smartphones. In particular, the refugees are highly interested in news 

related to North Korea. In addition, all participants of this study spend most of the time 
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on their smartphones accessing SNS. Those who are younger, between the ages of twenty 

to early thirties, use Facebook to manage their social networks and gatherings. However, 

the older generations ranging from the mid-thirties to people in their forties use 

Kakaotalk, which is a free mobile instant messaging application with free texting, free 

voice calling, and free video calling. In particular, Kakaostory, a photo sharing social 

network for Kakaotalk users, provides a platform for the old generations to manage their 

social networks and gatherings through smartphones:  

 

I have a Daum application to watch the news. The Daum application 

occasionally informs me of breaking news. I usually watch the news on 

Daum’s ranking system. I can access the top recommended news through the 

application at any time. I am addicted to SNS. In particular, I use Facebook a 

lot. One day, I deleted the Facebook application from my phone to stop using 

Facebook. However, it didn’t work well. I usually look at my friends’ posts. I 

react to their postings by liking or commenting on friends’ posts. It is useful 

to manage my social networks in that I can hear how my acquaintances’ as 

well as announce my news (Cho, 31 years old, male undergraduate student) 

 

I search for news often through a smartphone. It is very easy to search. In 

particular, I search news related to North Korea. I use the Naver application 

because the application is easy to use to search for specific information. In 

addition, I spend most of my time using Kaokaotalk and Kakaostory. It is 
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very interesting to look at my friends’ photos and share my photos on 

Kakaostory. Thanks to these applications, I feel like I’m very close to my 

acquaintances (Joo, 36 years old, female housewife). 

 

All of the interviewees use the Internet more than four hours per day including via 

smartphones, laptops, desktops, and tablet PCs. They usually use smartphones to access 

the Internet on the way to school or work. In other words, they can access the Internet 

regardless of place or locations.  

 

North Korean refugees’ social trust, network, and political participation 

In terms of institutional trust, all of the interviewees had a dream, which means that 

they wanted to attain a higher economic status as well as enjoy freedom when they 

arrived in  South Korea for the first time. However, they were inspected by the National 

Intelligence Service (NIS) as soon as they arrived in South Korea. Qualitative data 

suggest that the refugees’ institutional trust is low because of the intense process of 

inspection that they underwent. Therefore most of the interviewees had a negative social 

trust towards the South Korean government. This attitude has continued as time has 

passed. In particular, they stated that the online news and the news comments on the web 

portals have played a significant role in creating a negative impression of the South 

Korean government since they felt there are so many distrustful news and aggressive 

comments on the Internet related to the South Korean government. As a result, their lack 

of trust of the government has been strengthened:  
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When I came to South Korea I felt depressed. I had a dream. I believed my 

life would get better. But NIS (National Intelligence Service) treated me as if 

I was a North Korean spy. After finishing NIS’s tough inspection, I took a bus 

to go to Hanawon. I looked at the South Korean landscape and I felt that my 

hardship had begun. I couldn’t trust South Korean institutions. I have lived in 

South Korea for about 7 years. However, this negative image has been 

strengthened. In particular, when I watch online news and look at the 

comments on the news I feel that the South Korean government cannot be 

trusted. Whenever I look at the online news and the comments I get tired of 

living in capitalism. (Cho, 31 years old, male undergraduate student) 

 

In contrast, in terms of interpersonal trust, SNS play a crucial role in building a 

positive image of South Koreans. Most North Koreans had a negative image of South 

Koreans when they came to South Korea. They report that their initial trust in South 

Koreans was very low. The refugees felt South Koreans discriminated against North 

Korean refugees. However, they have built more positive images of South Koreans as 

they have lived in South Korea. Many interviewees indicated that using SNS plays a huge 

role in changing their level of trust towards South Koreans. By reading South Koreans’ 

posts on their SNS, the refugees understand South Koreans’ value system, social norms, 

and even how to form relationships with them. As mentioned above, the tendency to use 

SNS varies among the generations. The younger generation, those in their twenties to 
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early thirties, tend to build interpersonal trust with South Koreans by using Facebook. 

However, the older generation, those in their mid-thirties and forties create interpersonal 

trust with South Koreans by using Kaokaotalk and Kakaostory: 

 

I had a negative view of South Koreans when I came to South Korea for the 

first time. I don’t know whether this is just my own prejudice. But, I felt 

South Koreans discriminated against me and other North Korean refugees. I 

always received unfriendly looks from South Koreans. In addition, I thought 

South Koreans exploited North Korean refugees. For example, there was a 

school where South Korean volunteers teach North Korean refugees. I 

received an education there. At first, I really appreciated them. However, I 

found out later that their purpose to teach us is because they receive 

government subsidies. Finally, the school went out of business because the 

teachers in the school fought other teachers to get more profits. That was my 

first impression of South Koreans. I have lived in South Korea for 4 years. 

Nowadays, my impression of South Koreans has changed to be more positive. 

First of all, I have been adapted in South Korean society. Moreover, I have 

come to understand South Koreans more since I started to look at their posts 

on SNS. In particular, Facebook was useful in helping me to understand how 

South Koreans think and what their value systems is even though it is not 

face-to-face communication (Kim, 27 years old, female undergraduate 

student).      
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In respect to social networking, SNS provides a significant platform for North 

Korean refugees. All of the interviewees use SNS to manage their social networks. 

However, while the younger generations use SNS to build bonding social capital as well 

as bridging social capital the older generations use SNS to establish only bonding social 

capital. The younger generations mainly use Facebook and Kakaotalk to manage their 

social networks. Regarding bonding social capital, they communicate with their close 

friends by recommending or replying to friends’ posts. In particular, SNS play a positive 

role in building refugees’ social networks and also creating homogeneous groups among 

the refugees such as helping them to meet and connect with other refugees or church 

friends: 

I use Kakaotalk and Facebook to manage my social networks. Even though 

my friends and I cannot meet each other I can communicate with them by 

texting with them through Kakaotalk as well as by recommending or replying 

to my friends’ posts on Facebook. (Han, 28 years old, male undergraduate 

student) 

 

 They feel that they share a cooperative spirit or social norms with others in their 

social networks through the means of SNS: 

 

Kakotalk and Facebook are good to share our thoughts. My best friends and I 

make group chatrooms and share our thinking and daily lives. We always 
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communicate with other friends whenever and wherever. We share many 

things including happy and sad events through Kakaotalk group chatrooms or 

Facebook groups. Most of my friends in chatrooms and Facebook groups are 

North Korean refugees. Sometimes, my friends comfort my sadness through 

group chatrooms or Facebook group pages because we understand our 

sadness because we share hard experiences when we come to South Korea as 

exiles from North Korea. During these times, I feel that we are not just 

friends but we are a family and a team (Oh, 22 years old, female 

undergraduate student). 

 

 In terms of bridging social capital, the younger generations follow different 

Facebook groups to share and exchange information. Each Facebook group has 

heterogeneous characteristics. Sometimes, this network links with on-line activities. The 

interviewees build bridging social capital by participating in different Facebook groups: 

 

Facebook is useful to connect with my close friends including other North 

Korean refugees, church friends, and company friends. I can monitor their 

daily life and communicate with them by liking or commenting on their posts. 

But, the most important part of Facebook is to make new relationships 

through Facebook groups. I have made many new social networks via 

Facebook groups. I followed conservative political groups on Facebook. In 

there I share my political view with other followers. Sometimes, this network 
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connects me with on-line social gatherings. I met my current corporation 

representative through Facebook group. Fortunately, he hired me. Facebook 

is useful to bridge a new social network. (Baek, 31 years old, male company 

employee and politician) 

 

However, older generations build only bonding capital through SNS. They use Kakaotalk 

and Kakaostory to manage their social networks. The Kakaotalk users can make friends 

based on phone numbers or Kakaotalk ID. The Kakaotalk users never communicate with 

other people if they don’t know other users’ phone numbers or Kakaotalk ID. Basically, 

Kakaotalk is made for maintaining their old relationships. Based on this system, it is hard 

to make a new network through Kakaotalk: 

 

I devote a lot of time to using Kakaotalk. Kakaotalk provides a group chat. I 

belong to many kinds of group chat. Religious groups, friends groups, and 

company groups. We text occasionally to share about our daily lives. Even 

Kakaostory is the same. Kakaostory is connected to Kakaotalk. Therefore, I 

look at my close friends’ photos or posts and react to their posts by using 

emoticons (Kim, 44 years old, female company employee). 

 

Lastly, North Korean refugees have little desire for political participation. Most 

interviewees stated that they are not interested in political issues. As a result, their 

political participation is also limited. There are three reasons why North Korean refugees 



 57 

have little concern for political issues. First, economic poverty is an important part of 

their lives when they come to South Korea. However, they cannot overcome economic 

poverty in South Korea. Most North Korean refugees work as restaurant employees or as 

manual laborers in South Korea (Lancee, 2012). This economic problem makes them 

have little interest for politics. Second, the interviewees are skeptical towards politics. 

They come to South Korea to secure political freedom. North Koreans’ freedom of 

speech is restricted. The North Korean government has a system to monitor their citizens. 

So, if someone expresses their political ideas he will be punished. Because of this social 

system, the refugees are worried about any political activities. As a result, they are highly 

reluctant to share their political ideas with others. Lastly, most North Korean refugees’ 

family members still live in North Korea. Therefore, the refugees worry that their 

political activity would have negative consequences for their family members: 

 

Political participation? I don’t have the time to do any political activities. I 

have a daughter. I need to make money for her. Usually, I worked entire days 

at my company [she worked at a coffee company as a manual laborer]. In this 

situation, how can I do any political participation? (Kim, 44 years old, female 

company employee). 

 

I’m tired of political activities. In North Korea, the North Korean government 

compels us to do political activities regardless of our desire. I hated the 

activities. Do you know particular system in North Korea called “Ja-Ah-Bi-
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Pan (means self-criticism)” that people censor other peoples’ political 

opinions? The North Korean government makes us monitor other citizens. So, 

I don’t want to do any political activities here. I’m tired of politics (Kim, 27 

years old, female undergraduate student).   

 

I’m fluent in speaking English because I lived for about 7 years in England. 

So, a lot of foreign broadcasting companies invite me not only to share my 

experiences in North Korea but also to advance my political views. Recently, 

an American broadcaster contacted me to conduct an interview. But, since my 

cousins still live in North Korea I worry that my political participation can 

cause harm to them. In the same context, I changed my name in South Korea 

to hide my affiliation (Park, 24 years old, male undergraduate student).   
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

As the number of immigrants throughout the world increases, their adaptation to new 

settlements has become important. Many scholars have tried to test the relationship 

between immigrants’ media use and their adaptation. The emergence of digital media has 

helped scholars analyze the relationship between digital media and immigrants’ adaptation 

in a host country (Chae, 2008; Elias, 2011; Elias & Lemish, 2008). In South Korea, the 

number of North Korean refugees increased, and many scholars have recognized North 

Korean refugees’ adaptation as one of the most important issues in South Korean society 

(Han, 2013; Kwak & Park, 2006; Yoon, 2010). Based on this social phenomenon, this 

paper tries to analyze the role of digital media in relation to North Korean refugees’ 

adaptation. 

This study’s sample parallels recent statistics on North Korean refugees’ 

demographic factors. As mentioned in Chapter 2, recent North Korean refugees have two 

noteworthy demographic tendencies. Firstly, there are more female North Korean refugees 

than male refugees. Secondly, most North Korean refugees are in their 20s and 30s (Korean 

Ministry of Unification, 2014). The survey’s sample size was 43 North Korean refugees: 

16 participants were male and 21 participants were female. The average age of the male 

participants was 30.19 years old and 28.3 years old for the females. Twelve North Korean 

refugees were the interviewees—eight females and four males. On average, interview 

participants were 29.8 years old.  

In terms of digital access, both statistical results and interview findings 

demonstrate that North Korean refugees’ digital access is high. The statistical results 
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show that all participants can access the Internet. Almost all (97%) of the survey 

participants have home broadband access. The majority (65.1%) of the participants have 

desktop computers in their home, and 86% of the participants own laptops and 37.2% of 

the participants have a tablet PC. Interestingly, all of the survey participants use 

smartphones to connect to the Internet. These statistical findings are amplified by the 

interview findings. Also noteworthy is that the interviewees stated that the low price of 

home broadband access and many free WiFi-zones in South Korea help them to access 

digital media. Most of the refugees access the Internet through smartphones since they 

are easy to learn and cheap to use.  

However, as Strover (2014) argued, digital inequality should focus beyond 

conventional digital access that emphasizes Internet-related technology connection. This 

conventional approach neglected the diverse range of human and social resources that 

establish peoples’ competence in accessing the Internet in valued ways (Warschauer, 

2003; Tripp, 2011; Strover, 2014). Based on these scholars’ argument, this thesis 

attempted to measure North Korean refugees’ digital access and media use in order to 

analyze the diverse facets of North Korean refugees’ digital divide in South Korean 

society. Both statistical and qualitative results demonstrated that the refugees’ digital 

literacy and media use are divided according to their age. By using a T-test, this paper 

found that there is a significant difference between younger and older refugees’ 

frequency of Internet use. Qualitatively, this paper found different digital literacy and 

media use according to age as well as occupation. The young refugees are more skilled in 

digital media. Regarding media use, while the young refugees tend to use Facebook via 
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smartphones and laptops, the older refugees use Kakaotalk or Kakaostory through their 

smartphones. According to refugees’ occupation, undergraduate students have more 

digital literacy than other refugees such as company employees and housewives. The 

refugees tend to use SNS to get information and news as well as to build social networks. 

This finding provides a significant implication; even though physical digital access and 

connection is high among the North Korean refugees, their digital literacy and media use 

are diverse based on different variables such as age and occupation. This finding shows 

that diverse approaches toward digital divide are needed to analyze North Korean 

refugees’ media use in future research.  

 The statistical results and the interview findings show that digital media plays a 

significant role in North Korean refugees’ social trust and social networking. The statistical 

results show that digital literacy has a positive correlation with interpersonal trust toward 

South Koreans and institutional trust toward their local community. This can be understood 

based on the interview findings. By using SNS, North Korean refugees learn about the 

South Korean value system and social norms. Moreover, SNS provide a chance to 

understand South Koreans.  

In regard to social networking there is a significant relationship between media use 

and social networks. The statistical results show that both bonding social capital and 

bridging social capital are positively associated with North Koreans’ language proficiency. 

In terms of bridging social capital, digital literacy including digital skills and language 

proficiency have a positive relationship to bridging capital. Home broadband access also 

has a meaningful association with North Korean refugees’ bridging capital. The result of 
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regression also shows that digital skills and knowledge positively related to North Korean 

refugees’ bridging capital. The qualitative results show that there is a difference between 

young refugees and old refugees in terms of social networks. Interview findings 

demonstrate that by using SNS, young refugees build not only bonding social capital but 

also bridging social capital. However, older refugees use SNS to build and manage their 

bonding social capital.  

These findings imply that the role of digital media such as Internet and SNS for 

North Korean refugees’ adaptation should be highlighted. Compared to mass media, digital 

media provides a space where North Korean refugees manage social networking with 

others. In particular, most North Korean refugees use SNS through smartphones because 

smartphones are easy to learn and cheap to use. Because this tendency will continue, future 

studies should address how North Korean refugees use smartphones during their 

adaptation.   

The quantitative findings and qualitative findings do not explain the relationship 

between digital media and political participation. However, the qualitative findings 

illustrate North Korean refugees’ political sentiments about South Korean society. Most of 

the participants in this research have a passive attitude toward political issues and activities. 

As a result of the nature of North Korean society and their time there, they are tired of 

political activities. As a result, they do not want to participate politically in South Korea. 

Moreover, most of the refugees’ family members still live in North Korea. North Korean 

refugees worry that their political participation might result in negative consequences for 

their family members who still live in North Korea. This result is different from previous 
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studies analyzing the positive relationship between immigrants’ media use and their 

political participation (Mcleod et al., 1999; Zhong, 2014). This result can be understood as 

a particular characteristic of North Korean refugees. As the interviews indicate, North 

Korean refugees’ political participation is low in general because of their cultural 

background. Therefore, regardless of their media use, North Korean refugees tend to be 

passive in terms of their political participation in South Korean society. This result implies 

that the policies for North Korean refugees political participation should consider how to 

assuage North Korean refugees’ fear of political participate and how to guarantee their own 

privacy in the process of political participation.  

Lastly, on average North Korean refugees have a low socio-economic status. The 

average income of participants in this survey was from $1,000 to $1,999 monthly. The 

interviewees stated that they do not have enough time to devote to political participation 

due to their low economic status. As mentioned above, North Korean refugees’ political 

participation is low in general because of their cultural background. Therefore, regardless 

of their media use, North Korean refugees’ skepticism toward political participation may 

continue.   

There are some limitations to this research. The first limitation is the sample size 

of the survey. Although the researcher contacted about 110 refugees to participate in the 

study, only 43 people accepted. North Korean refugees have already taken a lot of surveys 

since they arrived in South Korea ranging from government to national institutional 

surveys, regardless of whether or not they wanted to. They are tired of participating in 

surveys. The second limitation is that this research does not include the refugees who 
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arrived in South Korea since 2010. The new settlers are highly reluctant to form 

relationships with South Koreans. They have a negative image of strangers. Even though 

the researcher tried to contact them by various means ranging from religious groups to 

acquaintances they declined to participate in the research. As a result, the participants in 

this paper are comprised of the refugees who have lived in South Korea for at least four 

years. 

Even though some previous studies analyzed the relationship between immigrants’ 

digital media use and their adaptation in a new settlement, studies addressing North Korean 

refugees’ digital media use and their adaptation are extremely limited. In particular, the 

emergence of digital media has changed North Korean refugees’ media use patterns as well 

as their adaptation process. The significance of this paper has been to provide not only the 

current status of digital access and literacy among North Korean refugees but also the 

relationship between North Korean refugees’ media use and their adaptation by using 

social trust, social capital, and political participation. The results of this paper show that 

the use of digital media is pervasive among North Korean refugees living in South Korea 

but also that digital media plays an important role for North Korean refugees’ adaptation.   

Moreover, even though this thesis does not focus on telecommunication policy, the 

results of this study have significant implications for South Korean telecommunication 

policies, which should consider North Korean refugees’ digital access, literacy, and their 

digital media use in terms of their adaptation. Based on the interviews, most North Korean 

refugees blamed inadequate aid policies for their limited digital access and literacy. When 

North Korean refugees come to South Korea most of them have a limited digital access 
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and literacy. They stated that most programs to improve North Korean refugees’ digital 

access and literacy are an indirect approach because the South Korean government 

provides financial assistance if only North Korean refugees want to register in programs to 

learn about the Internet.  

As already indicated, digital inequality should focus on diverse aspects of North 

Korean refugees’ digital divide beyond just physical access to internet-related technology. 

North Korean refugees’ physical access to digital media is high according to the findings 

of this thesis. However, the North Korean interviewees in this study indicated a limited 

digital literacy and language proficiency when they use the Internet which will continue to 

widen the digital divide between South Koreans and North Korean refugees. Therefore, 

telecommunication policies related to North Korea refugees’ digital access and digital 

literacy’s relationship to their adaptation in South Korea should be a topic of discussion in 

future research studies. 
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Appendix 1  

Appendix 1. The Questionnaire for survey 

  Digital Access, Literacy, and Adaptation 

Q1. HOME MEDIA: THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS ASK ABOUT THE MEDIA THAT YOU HAVE ACCESS TO AT THE 

PLACE YOU CURRENTLY LIVE. PLEASE CHECK  YOUR ANSWER.  

 Yes No 
Don’t 
Know 

A. Do you have a home Internet connection?    

B. Is there a desktop computer you can use in your current residence?              

C. Do you personally own a laptop or notebook computer?    

D. Do you have a cell phone?    

E.          if YES, Do you have a smart phone (ex. iPhone, Blackberry, 
Android)? 

   

F. Do you have a tablet (iPad, Galaxy Tap, etc.)    

 

 

Q2. INTERNET: We would now like to ask about your use of the Internet.  

A. Do you use the Internet at all on any device at any location? (ex. surf the web, chat, email)?  

 Yes 
 No 

 
► If NO please answer the questions below. If YES please move to question (G) in this section. 
 

B. Thinking about the reasons why you do NOT use the Internet, please indicate how much you  

agree or disagree with the following statements. (CHECK ONE for each row) 

 
Strongly 

Agree Agree Neutral Disagree 
Strongly 
Disagree 

An Internet connection is too 
expensive. 

     

I am concerned about my 
safety and privacy. 

     

I do not have enough time.      
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I am not interested.      

I don’t need to go online 
because I have someone who 
will do it for me 

     

I have no one to teach me how 
to go online 

     

I do not speak South Korean 
well enough to use the 
Internet 

     

Using the Internet is too 
difficult 

     

 
C. If you wanted to start using the Internet, do you feel that you know enough about computers  
   and technology to be able to do that on your own, or would you need someone to help you?  
  (CHECK ONE) 
 

 I know enough to go online on my own. 
 I would need someone to help me. 
 I would not want to start using the Internet. 

 
D. There is currently free public computer training at various locations. Would you be interested  
in participating in free training through a local organization? 
 

 Yes 
 No 

 
E. If you were to attend free computer training, what would you be interested in learning about?  
 

 Social Media 
 Email 
 Job Searching and online job applications 
 Software (learning Microsoft Office, for example) 
 Learning to create or edit my own work (writing, photos, videos, website, etc.) 

 
F. If you could subscribe to a home broadband service at a price you considered acceptable,  
  would you do so? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
G. At what monthly price would you consider a home broadband Internet subscription to be  
  “too expensive to consider”? 
 10,000 won - 15,000 won 
 16,000 won – 25,000 won 

 36,000 – 45,000 won 
 60,000 – 75,000 won 
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 26,000 won – 35,000 won  Over 75,000 won 
 
H. How many years have you been using the internet? ________________ years. 
 

 

I. Other than yourself, who taught you to use the Internet? 

 My father or mother 
 My brother or sister 
 My spouse or partner 
 My son or daughter 
 Another relative 
 Computer course trainer 
 Hanawon 
 

 A friend 
 A Teacher 
 A Librarian 
 A Coworker 
 Just myself, No one else 
 Other:___________ 

 

 

 

 

Continue to next pages 

 

 

J. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding 
how you feel about your internet skills. (Check one for each row) 

I feel capable of Strongly 
Agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Uploading content (Ex. Videos, 
photos, music) to a website 

     

Blocking spam or unwanted 
content 

     

Adjusting my privacy settings 
online 

     

Bookmarking a website or 
adding a website to my list of 
favorites 

     

Comparing different sites to 
check the accuracy of 
information 
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Q3. DEVICE USAGE: We would now like to ask about the devices you use to access the 
Internet.  

A. How often do you access the Internet? 

 Multiple 
times per 
day Daily Weekly Monthly 

Less 
Often Never 

       

 

 

B. How often do you use social networks sites? (Facebook, Twitter, etc) 

(CHECK ONE for each row) Multiple 
times per 
day Daily Weekly Monthly 

Less 
Often Never 

       

 

Creating and managing my own 
personal profile on a social 
network site 

     

Creating and managing my own 
personal website 

     

Recognizing a phishing request      

Making my own content (Ex. 
Videos, photos, music) 

     

 
 

K. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding 
how you feel about language in South Korea. (Check one for each row) 

I feel capable of Strongly 
Agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Understanding Korean in daily 
life 

     

Understanding online 
language  
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C. How often do you read online news articles thorugh the Internet? 

(CHECK ONE for each row) 
Multiple 
times per 
day Daily Weekly Monthly 

Less 
Often Never 

       

 

 
 

Q4. Social Trust: Next, we would like to ask about you social trust in South Korea. 
 

A. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding how 
you feel about people in South Korea. (Check one for each row) 

I feel I trust to Strongly 
Agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

South Koreans in my neighborhood      

South Koreans in religious groups or 
persons 

     

South Koreans in School or work      

North Korean refugees in my 
neighborhood 

     

North Korean refugees in religious 
groups or persons 

     

North Korean refugees in school or 
work 

     

 
B. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding how 
you feel about institutions in South Korea. (Check one for each row) 

I feel I trust to Strongly 
Agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

South Korean government      

Political Parties in South Korea      

Religious Institutions      
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Local community in South 
Korea 

     

 
Q5. Political participation: Next, we would like to ask about you political participation in South 

Korea. 

 
A. Have you ever used the Internet to participate in political participation in South Korea? 

 

 Yes 
 No 

 
 

Q7. PERSONAL INFORMATION: IN THIS FINAL SECTION, PLEASE ANSWER SOME QUESTIONS ABOUT 

YOURSELF. 

A. Are you male or female?  Male  Female 

B. What is your age? _______ 

C. About how long have you lived in South Korea? _______ year(s) 

D.    WHAT IS/WAS THE HIGHEST DEGREE OR LEVEL OF SCHOOL COMPLETED BY THE FOLLOWING PEOPLE? 

 Less than high school 
 High school or equivalent 
 In school at technical 

certificate, 2-year college 
degree, some college 

 Graduate at technical 
certificate, 2-year college 
degree, some college 

 In school at 4-year undergraduate 
degree (ex. BA or BS)  

 Graduate at 4-year undergraduate 
degree (ex. BA or BS) 

 Graduate or professional degree 
(MA, MS, MD, JD, PhD) 

 

 

J. Last year, in 2014, what was your total family income? 
  
 Less than 1,000,000 won 
 1,000,000 won – 1,990,000 

won 
 2,000,000 won – 2,990,000 

won 
 3,000,000 won – 3,990,000 

won 

 4,000,000 won – 4,990,000 won 
 5,000,000 won – 7,500,000 won 
 Above 7,500,000 won 
 Prefer not to answer 

 

THANK YOU! Please use the self-addressed, stamped envelope to return your survey! 
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Appendix 2 

Appendix2. The Questions for interview 

Internet includes web portals, sites, blogs, SNSs (Facebook, Twitter, Kakao Talk) 

 

(1) Digital access 

1. Do you use the Internet in your daily life? If not, why?  

2. Which devices do you use when you access the Internet? 

3. Do you have any obstacles to use the Internet (price, skills, knowledge, etc...)? 

4. Have you ever used the Internet in North Korea? 

 

(2) Digital literacy 

5. Where did you learn skills or knowledge to use the Internet? 

6. How do you think your digital literacy (Internet skills or knowledge)? Can you do 

a lot of activities through the online (ex: upload video, blocking spams, etc.)?  

7. Do you understand Internet language (or South Korean language)? 

8. Does it have South Korean government’s policies for North Korean refugees’ 

digital access or literacy? Was it useful? How can you judge the policies? 

 

(3) Media use 

9. What do you do when you use the Internet? 

10. How many hours (in a day) do you use the Internet? Where (how) do you use? 

11. What is your favorite activities or sites when you access the Internet (ex: Blog, 

Site, SNS, Twitter, etc)? 

12. What is the most often visited Internet site? Why? What kind of information do 

you get from there? 

 

(4) Social trust 

13. When you came to South Korea for the first time, how did you perceive South 

Korea? Did you believe that South Korea is more trustful than North Korea? Can 

you tell me based on two different categories, institutional or personal trust 

toward South Korea?  

 Institutional trust includes trust to the government, political parties, 

religious institution, and local community in South Korea. 

 Personal trust includes trust to the South Koreans and North Koreas living 

in South Korea. 

14. Then, how was the perception changed on the process of adaptation? More 

positive or negative? Does media play a significant role to build social trust in 

South Korea (Newspapers, TV, and the Internet)?   

15. If you use the Internet media, how does the media play a role to you in terms of 

social trust? (News article, web portals, Facebook pages, specific Internet sites, 

blogs) Does it make you feel more trust to South Korean society? 
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(5) Social Network 

       Why do you use Facebook 

16. What kinds of media (or devices) do you use when you create or maintain your 

social networks? 

17. Do you believe that the Internet is useful when you create or maintain social 

network? If yes, strong ties or weak ties? If not, Why? How? 

18. Which sites are useful to maintain or create social networks in South Korea? 

(Facebook, Twitter, specific sites)  

 

(6) Political participation 

19. How can you participate in political participation in South Korea (voting, 

campaign activities, expression of opinion on the media, civic engagement, etc.)? 

20. Usually, which media is useful when you participate in political participation in 

South Korea? And, why? 

21. Have you ever used the Internet when you participate in political participation? 

How? How about SNSs? If not, Why? 

22. How often do you use the Internet or SNSs to participate in political 

participation?  

23. Do you think using the Internet (or SNSs) is useful to participate in political 

participation in South Korean society? If not, which sources are more useful when 

you participate in political participation? 

 

(7) General Questions 

24. In general, how do you think the Internet and digital media when you perceive or 

adapt in South Korean society? 

25. Age, the period living in South Korea? 
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