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Relationship between Traumatic Events and Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder among North Korean Refugees
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Dong Kee Kim, PhD®, Mooyoung Han, MS® and Sung Kil Min, MD'
'Department of Psychiatry, *Medical Education, *Biostatistics, College of Medicine, Yonsei University, Seoul, Korea

Objectives : The purpose of this study is to find out the relationship between the traumatic experiences and the prevalence of

PTSD among North Korean refugees in South Korea.
Methods :

Two hundred North Korean refugees in South Korea were voluntarily participated. Researchers conducted face-

to-face interviews and assisted defectors in performing a self-report assessment of this survey. The study questionnaire consisted
of demographic characteristics, Traumatic Experiences Scale for North Korean Defectors, and PTSD part of the Structured

Clinical Interview for DSM-III-R Korean version.
Results :

Prevalence rate of PTSD in defectors was 29.5%, with a higher rate for women. In factor analysis, the 25 items of

traumatic events experienced in North Korea were divided into three factors: physical trauma, political-ideological trauma, and

family-related trauma. In addition, the 19 items of traumatic events during defection were grouped into four factors :

physical

trauma, discovery and capture-related trauma, family-related trauma, and betrayal-related trauma. In multi-factorial logistic re-
gression analysis, family-related trauma in North Korea had a significant odds ratio.

Conclusion : Family-related trauma experienced in North Korea is related to the prevalence of PTSD among North Korean
refugees in South Korea. (J Korean Neuropsychiatr Assoc 2005;44(6) :714-720)
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics and relationship with PTSD
prevalence

Total PISD arou Non-PTSD
Variable frequency (n=959) © group
(%) (n=141)
Sex
Male 117 (58.5) 28 (23.9) 89 (76.1)
Female 83 (41.5) 31 (37.4) 52 (62.7)
Age (years)
15-30 77 (38.7) 18 (23.4) 59 (76.6)
31-50 102 (61.3) 30 (29.4) 72 (70.6)
=51 20 (10.1) 10 (50.0) 10 (60.0)
Educational level in
North Korea
Elementary school 25 (12.5) 7 (28.0) 18 (72.0)
Highschool 101 (80.5) 32 (31.7) 69 (68.3)
College 2 21.0 12 (28.6) 30(71.4)
Graduate school 32 (16.0) 8 (25.0) 24 (75.0)
Cumulative number of
types of trauma
events, mean (SD)
Total number of the 1528 ( 6.8) 16.37 ( 7.0) 1482 ( 6.7)
types of trauma
in North Korea 800 (45 955(500 862(42)
during defection 637 ( 34) 681 (31 619(35)
Duration of 22.19 (16.6) 21.66 (17.0) 22.41 (16.5)
defection (month),
mean (SD)
Family
Mean (SD) 64 (32.0) 19 (29.7) 45 (70.3)
No. of defectors who
defected dlone
No. of defectors who 136 (68.0) 40 (29.4) 96 (70.6)
defected with their
family
No. of family members 181 ( 1.4 165 ( 1.1) 1.88( 1.4)

who entered South
Korea together

Duration of defection means the period between escape from
North Korea and entry into South Korea
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Table 2. Frequency and factor loading of fraumatic events experienced by North Korean refugees while living in North Korea (25

itemns)
Factor loading
Traumatic events Freq. %
1 2 3
1. Eyewitness to a public execution 173 874 56 -10 -.07
2. Eyewitness to a family member, relative, or close neighbor dying ofstarvation or to 161 81.3 05 23 .45
a death from starvation.
3. Eyewitness to a severe beating 141 712 47 -1 .35

4. Terror after eyewitnessing punishment of an acquaintance for political misconduct. 128
5. Agony over inability to alleviate a disease-stricken family member's or relative’s suffering 122

65.0 29 40 29
62.2 00 12 47

or to help a family member or relative who died in his/her presence

. Agony over family background
. Eyewitness to a torture
Life at risk due to shortage of food

® N o

9. Anxiety resulting from doubts raised about one’s ideology due to political misconduct 74

10. Fear of natural disaster, such as flood or mountain fire
11. Agony over being involved in ideoclogical conflicts
12. Target of severe verbal abuse and criticism

13. Shock due to the suicide of a family member, relative, or close neighbor
14. Anxiety resulting from the absence of news about a family member or close relative aofter

he/she went to find food

98 498 -1 42 34
77 389 .52 15 29
76 386 .38 19 22
37.6 19 67 10
68 345 .05 18 28
65 332 22 .35 05
64 325 -25 .62 13
64
59

32.3 A1 28 32

30.0 02 -7 65

15. Punishment for a family member’s or relative s political misconduct 56 28.1 -.03 37 -0/

16. Severe beating

17. Experience of life-threatening coldness

18. Unexpected forced separation from family

19. Torture

20. Depression after diagnosis of an incurable disease
21. Entry into a correctional center or prison

22. Stedling national assets or other people’s belongings in order to find food and fuel without 30 16.2 37

considering the risks involved
23. Severe injury due to a car accident or af work

24. Detainee at a management facility (camp for political criminals)

25. Sexual abuse or rape

55 281 42 .08 08

55 281 32 23 .08
53 29 08 03 .68
41 209 66 23 12
36 177 56 -.10 37

34 173 .62 A1 -8

-.05 51

26 133 39 14 05
12 6.2 22 53 01
5 26 47 00 02
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Table 3. Frequency and factor loading of traumatic events experienced by North korean refugees during defection

Factor loading

Traumatic events Freg. %
1 2 3 4
1. Fear of risks to life if discovered while in hiding 166 834 05 46 16
2. Anxiety and tension over being in a strange place in a foreign country 164 824 39 22 43 -07
3. Anxiety upon inspection by border guards or national agents 104 523 2 4 36 .10
4. Anxiety upon inspection by Chinese border guards 92 467 03 70 -1 -7
5. Shock at refusal by the South Korean embassy or consulate to accept request 88 444 00 02 22 69
for asylum

6. Life at risk due to insufficient supply of food and water 76 38.6 42 04 04 14
7. Danger of being discovered during the escape process 76 386 28 42 32 .10
8. Fright resulting from suspecting someone who approaches to be a spy 73 3717 -08 64 25 -08
9. Unexpected betrayal by a trusted person 72 362 06 —-05 21 53
10. Capture by a Chinese guard 61 311 08 49 28 37
11. Abuse or betrayal by an acquaintance 83 268 12 18 -03 .74
12. Stealing or confiscation of food, water, and money, etc. 46 232 33 22 -3 19
13. Separation from family members who escaped together 4 232 -0 13 .61 15
14. Capture of a co-escapee 42 212 12 59 02 A7
15. Life at risk due to a sudden wound or illness in the absence of necessary freatment 36 183 74 J2 =01 -07
16. Severe beating 31 157 76 02 07 -07
17. Life at risk due to being shot af 22 112 45 29 08 12
18. Death of a co-escapee 16 8.1 06 ~-06 63 .18
19. Rape or sexual abuse 5 25 50 -23 08 .16

Table 4. Relationship between factor scores of trauma groups in North Korea and during defection and PTSD

Unadjusted analysis Adjusted analysis
Trauma factor
OR 95% Cl OR 95% Cl

Traumain Physical trauma (1, 3, 7, 8,16, 17, 19, 20, 21, 23, 25 : 11 items) 1015 (0.743,1.38) 1.047 (05741911
North KOrea  p i al-ideclogical trauma (4, 6,9, 11, 12, 15, 24 : 7 iterns) 0851  (06221.163) 0839  (0.540, 1.302)
Family-related trauma (2, 5, 13, 14, 18, 22 : 6items) 1.526* (1.106,2.103) 1.654* (1.047,2.611)
Trauma during Physical trauma (6, 12, 15, 16, 17, 19 : 6 items) 1314 (0.965,1.788) 1260 (0.754,2.107)
defection  pc-overy and capture-related frauma (1,3, 4,7, 8,10, 14 : 7items) 1067  (0.785,1.452) 0784  (0.459, 1.341)
Family related-trauma (13, 18 : 2 items) 1.013 (0.743,1.382) 1.040 (0.712, 1.521)
Betrayal related-trauma (5,9, 11 : 3 items) 1377 (1.011,1.876) 1223  (0.824,1.815)

Unadjusted analysis is based on a univariate logistic regression model and adjusted analysis is based on multi-factorial logistic regres-
sion model, OR : odds ratio, Cl : Confidence interval, * © p<0.05
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