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Influence of Posttraumatic Stress on the Mental Health
among Adolescents of North Korean Refugees

Yong-Hun Son, MD', Ju-Sil Lee, PhD? Min-Cheol Park, MD, PhD' and Sang-Yeol Lee, MD, PhD'

Department of Psychiatryw, Wonkwang University School of Medicine, lksan,
Faculty of Public Health?, Wonkwang University Graduate School, Iksan, Korea

ABSTRACT

Objectives : This study investigated the influence of traumatic experience on the ego identity, self-esteem,
and general psychopathology of adolescent North Korean refugees.

Methods : The participants were 146 adolescents North Korean refugees who attended H High School for
North Korean refugees. We divided the subjects into two groups according to the severity of their traumatic
experience : the more-traumatic-experience group and the less-traumatic-experience group. Each group per-
formed self-report assessments including an assessment to reveal demographic characteristics, the Trauma-
tic Experiences Scale for North Korean Defectors, the Scale for Ego identity, the Scale for Self-esteem and
the Symptom Check-90-Revision (SCL-90-R). Statistical analysis of t-test and multiple regression utilized
SPSS 12.0 for Window for comparison between more-traumatic-experience group and less-traumatic-ex-

perience group.

Results : The prevalence of posttraumatic stress disorder among adolescents North Korean refugees was
37%. The factor with the greatest influence on ego identity was length of time living in South Korea, while,
for self-esteem the most influential factor was perception of health. The more-traumatic-experience group
had lower self-esteem scores on some subscales of the Scale for Ego identity. They had higher scores on all
SCL-90-R subscales than the less-traumatic-experience group.

Conclusion : Adolescent North Korean refugees experienced high rates of posttraumatic stress disorder.
The more traumatic-experience-group had lower self esteem and poorer ego identity and mental health than
the less-traumatic-experience group. (Anxiety and Mood 2010;6 (1) :37-44)

KEY WORDS : Adolescent - North Korea refugees - PTSD - Self-esteem - Mental health.
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of Subjects

n=146 (100%)

Age (years) 18.3£1.8

Sex Male 65 (44.5%)

Female 81 (55.5%)

Religion Yes 100 (68.4%)

No 43 (29.5%)

Missing 3(21%)

Living with family in North Korea Yes 98 (67.1%)

No 46 (31.5%)

Missing 2 ( 1.4%)

Economic status in North Korea High 11 ( 7.5%)

Middle 67 (45.9%)

Low 68 (46.6%)

Companion on escaping from North Korea Whole family 23 (15.8%)

Parents 48 (32.9%)

Sibling 18 (12.3%)

Alone 42 (28.8%)

Others 15 (10.3%)

Presence of first degree relatives remaining in North Korea Yes 100 (68.5%)

No 46 (31.5%)

Presence of first degree relatives staying in other neighboring countries Yes 27 (18.5%)

No 119 (81.5%)

Self-perception of health Very good 18 (12.3%)

Good 89 (59.9%)

Bad 28 (19.2%)

Very bad 8 ( 5.5%)

Missing 3(21%)

Presence of physical illness Yes 111 (76.0%)

No 35 (24.0%)

Perception of body image difference in South Korea Height 101 (69.2%)

None 9 ( 6.2%)

Others 36 (24.6%)

Difficulty in communication with South Korean Yes 88 (60.3%)

No 57 (39.0%)

Missing 1(0.7%)

Direct entry into South Korea from China Yes 33 (22.6%)

No 112 (76.7%)

Missing 1(0.7%)

Age at escape from North Korea (years) 15034
Length of time living in South Korea (days) 395.6+£355.4
Length of time living in China (days) 750.8+1108.9
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Table 2. Multiple regression of escape-related characteristics and
traumatic experience influencing on the ego functioning

o]

AR AW AV AL 5

Ego identity Self esteem

® ®

Traumatic experience in NK —.135 —.142
Trit;gw;;l;: f?ér;e,r\l‘ince during 048 — 037
Dwelling time in SK .509*** 222*
Age at escape from NK 117 207
Economic status in NK —.179* —.103
Entry into SK with family 273%** -.129
Duration of stay in China .060. 163
Remaining first degree relatives in NK -.118 =171
Self-perception of health 146 329
Perception of illness 318 014
Perception of body difference in SK .066 091
Difficulty in communication in SK .079 017

R2 .505 268
Adjusted R? 396 126

F 4.657*** 1.891*

# 1 p<.05, #x 1 p<.01, #=x 1 p<.001, NK : North Korea, SK : South

Korea
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Table 3. Comparison of ego functioning and mental health between the less-fraumatic-experience group and the more-tfraumatic-
experience group according fo the severity of fraumatic experience in North Korea

Less severe trauma-

More severe fraumao-

experienced group (n=39) experienced group (n=45) t
M (SD) M (SD)

Ego identity, total 165.07 (20.23) 155.28 (27.82) 1.819
Stability 34.27 (20.41) 30.26 (20.81) 862
Goal directedness 20.95 ( 4.80) 17.41 ( 5.21) 2.635*
Unigueness 20.34 ( 3.45) 21.15 ( 3.39) -1.078
Interpersonal relation 20.48 ( 2.84) 20.39 ( 3.25) .135
Self acceptance 19.87 ( 3.88) 17.34 ( 4.78) 2.624*
Self assertiveness 18.94 ( 3.99) 18.93 ( 3.28) 017
Sense of self 16.35 ( 2.63) 14.68 ( 2.85) 2.769**
Interpersonal role expectation 18.04 ( 2.38) 16.50 ( 2.84) 2.171*

Self control skill, total 127.28 (15.92) 114.91 (21.17) 2.989*

Self esteem, total 99.00 (12.03) 91.37 (16.12) 2.423*
Physical appearance 15.05 ( 3.94) 13.00 ( 3.89) 2.394*
Social acceptance 20.15 ( 3.04) 18.80 ( 4.39) 1.616
Athletic competence 11.56 ( 2.81) 11.04 ( 3.08) .801
Behavioral conduct 1523 ( 3.18) 13.84 ( 2.89) 2.091*
Scholastic competence 13.43 ( 2.82) 12.73 ( 4.75) .807
Global self worth 23.56 ( 4.24) 21.95 ( 5.00) 1.574

SCL-90-R
Somatization 48.76 ( 8.55) 55.17 ( 9.31) —3.265**
Obsessive compulsive 48.17 (11.12) 59.22 (11.25) —4,509%**
Interpersonal sensitivity 4443 ( 9.79) 5275 ( 9.31) —3.988%**
Depression 47.84 (11.10) 57.64 (10.20) —4.212%%*
Anxiety 51.56 (10.57) 6217 ( 8.79) —5.020***
Hostility 51.69 (11.03) 63.97 (12.38) —4.767***
Phobic anxiety 51.43 (10.13) 58.82 (11.12) —3.161%
Paranoid ideation 46.58 ( 9.89) 53.20 (11.77) —2.761%*
Psychoticism 47.89 ( 9.36) 56.77 ( 9.61) —4.272%**

9] Q9l9l EFA|FA (t=2.63, p<0.05), A5 (t=2.62,
p<0.05), AZ1EALA] (1=2.76, p<0.01), th1#A (t=2.17,
p<0.05) Z18]a Apo} EFFF F4 (t=2.42, p<0.05) 7}
AolEF ] sk 20 AR (1=2.39, p<0.05), ¥
S (t=2.09, p<0.05)°] 2] Astaled Fwtel
A FrolsiAl skt msk SCL-90—-Re At M v5%
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Table 4. Comparison of ego functioning and mental health between the less-fraumatic-experience group and the more-tfraumatic-
experience group according fo severity of the traumatic experience during escape from North Korea

Less severe trauma-

More severe tfraumao-

experienced group (n=39) experienced group (n=45) t
M (SD) M (SD)

Ego identity, total 173.02 (20.81) 156.92 (28.55) 2.855**

Stability 40.79 (19.34) 29.30 (21.09) 2.426*
Goal directedness 21.35( 3.9 17.72 ( 5.75) 2.144*
Unigueness 21.02 ( 3.05 21.85 ( 3.51) -1.082
Interpersonal relation 20.94 ( 3.37) 20.83 ( 3.58) 137
Self acceptance 20.05 ( 4.72) 17.78 ( 4.50) 2.155*%
Self assertiveness 19.68 ( 4.67) 18.73 ( 3.50) 1.016
Sense of self 16.82 ( 2.38) 14.92 ( 3.21) 2.897**
Interpersonal role expectation 18.35 ( 3.10) 16.39 ( 2.78) 2.138*

Self control skill, total 126.22 (16.96) 115.16 (21.78) 2.448*

Self esteem, total 104.02 ( 9.46) 93.21 (17.39) 3.460**
Physical appearance 16.60 ( 3.28) 13.04 ( 3.91) 4.263**
Social acceptance 20.68 ( 3.15) 18.97 ( 4.05) 2.033*
Athletic competence 12.02 ( 2.31) 11.14 ( 3.48) 1.283
Behavioral conduct 14.97 ( 3.97) 14.69 ( 2.93) .356
Scholastic competence 14.34 ( 2.87) 13.33 ( 4.76) 1.098
Global self worth 25.40 ( 2.98) 22.02 ( 5.16) 3.579**

SCL-90-R
Somatization 45.71 ( 6.92) 55.35 ( 9.07) —5.156***
Obsessive compulsive 43.02 ( 8.41) 58.14 (13.25) —5.835%**
Interpersonal sensitivity 41.34 ( 6.23) 52.07 ( 9.57) —5.695%**
Depression 41.97 ( 6.05) 56.16 (11.07) —6.783***
Anxiety 4591 ( 7.97) 60.59 (10.16) —6.942%**
Hostility 46.00 ( 7.84) 62.23 (13.69) —6.221%**
Phobic anxiety 46.34 ( 5.74) 59.35(11.92) —5.905%**
Paranoid ideation 44.45 ( 8.55) 51.88 (11.77) —3.108**
Psychoticism 4491 ( 6.51) 56.07 (10.31) —5.541***

x 1 <05, #x 1 p<OT, #xx 1 p< 001
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