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A Study of Psychiatric Problems of North Korean
Refugees Who Visited a Psychiatric Clinic
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m ABSTRACT

Purpose: According to the statistics announced by the Ministry of Unification, the number of North Korean refugees living in
South Korea has increased by 200 on average monthly in 2010. The number of refugees increased only by 300 annually until
2000. The total number of refugees as of February 2012 was 20,956. This study aims to investigate the psychobiology of the
North Korean refugees who consulted psychiatric clinics among those living daily life in South Korea.

Methods: The subjects of this study were 85 North Korean refugees that consulted psychiatric clinics from January 1, 2005 to
July 2011. This study obtained demographic and psychiatric information in a retrospective approach.

Results: Among the 85 North Korean refugees, 75 (88.2%) were females and their average age was 48 years of age. A total of
16 (18.8%) were admitted to a clinic and among the inpatients, 4 were admitted twice and two were admitted three times. As
for the claimed symptoms of outpatients, insomnia was shown in 47 (55.3%) patients, headaches in 37 (43.5%), anxiety in 20
(23.5%), depression in 19 (22.4%), etc. The major symptoms represented by inpatients were insomnia in 14 (87.5%) patients, de-
pression in 12 (75%), and headaches in 8 (50%), etc.

Conclusion: The most frequent psychiatric symptoms of North Korean refugees living in South Korea were insomnia and head-
aches. It suggests that when performing psychiatric diagnosis and treatment of North Korean refugees, we have to take into
consideration the fact that they claimed the physical symptoms more than the emotional ones. Also, from the aspect that most
symptoms of North Korean refugees were insomnia, more profound research on sleep is required in the future. Sleep Medicine
and Psychophysiology 2012 : 19(1) : 35-41

Key words: North Korean refugees - Sleep - Depression - Physical illness.
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7} 29% (34.19)01 9131 35] o]} BHA|7} 428 (49.4%)01 2Lk,

o] 5 169(188%)7} 117t ofttol] A3 AH Table 1).

2| 3
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o] 43k AL TE(n=37, 44%), BHn=21, 25%), &
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics
Male Female Total
(n=10) (n=75) (n=85)
Age (years)* 49 (11) 48 (12) 48 (11)
Past psychiatric history 2(20%) 7(9.3%) 9(10.6%)
Duration of residence in South Korea (years)
1 2 (40%) 14(38.9%) 16 (39.0%)
2 0(0%  5(139%) 5(12.2%)
3 1(20%)  9(25%) 10 (24.4%)
4 1(20%) 3(83% 4(9.8%)
>5 1(20%)  5(13.9%) 6 (14.6%)

* . Mean (SD)

ALA el 7W W2 FAE0] TS FAAE BEHOR F
167 % 1474 (88%)°] °|& ZAsl3ict E}QEE &=
12, 75%), F%(n=14, 88%), E<Hn=8, 5
AL F W] AU St 5
3} 9-&7Hn=4, 100%)°] 1t}

3. 1% AEFA o

Qo] A W TA] AEHA7E Ikl H g gk
36 (42.4%)0] Q3L 71E:, XA 9] 717ke- Abo] Zs] AL
Py B AR H9TE 158 (@1.7%)0] Aek. 7L 9] 7}
S Z5(n=8, 22.2%), G=2HJ 4] o & (=4, 11.1%),
AZFEA (n=4, 11.1%) 5& AEH AR B skt

4. HNDN oz

QoA AHE FE RS F-2A (n=58, 68%), T
QA (n=68, 80%) 5-°]1 T}, F-EA] F ol A= mirtazapine
o] 7}#; wo| ZWFE| Q131 T2 9 & escitaloram, amitriptyline
o] gol A= U oFEg 7141 "2+ NaSSA 28%8(33%),
SSRI 19%8(22%), SNRI 1478 (16%), TCA 84 (9%), SSRE 2
8 (2%) 0] 1T}, 38| = alprazolam(n=28 ,33%)= 7%

Table 2. Psychiatric symptoms of participants

Inpatient
Symptom Outpatient 1st 2nd

admission  admission
Insomnia 48 (56%)  14(88%) 4 (100%)
Headache 37 (44%) 8(50%)  3( 75%)
Anxiety 21 (25%) 5@1%) 1(25%)
Depressed mood 19 (22%)  12(75%) 4 (100%)
Anger/iritability 14 (16%) 1( 25%)
Chest discomfort 9(11%)
Dizziness 7 ( 8%) 1( 6%)
Decrease in appetite 6( 7%) 3 (19%)
Suicidal idea 5( 6%) 1( 6%)
Gastrointestinal symptom 5 ( 6%) 1( 6%)
Pain 5( 6%)
Palpitation 4( 5%)
Fatigue 4( 5%)
Loss of interest 3( 3%) 2 (13%)
Memory impairment 3( 3%)
Suicidal attempt 1(1%)
Weight loss 1(1%)
Anhedonia 1(1%)
Avolition 1(1%) 1( 6%)
Weight gain 1( 6%)
Others 20 (24%) 1(25%) 1( 25%)
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Table 3. Frequency and dosage of prescribed psychotrophic
drugs

Drug n (%) Dosage (mg)
Antidepressant Mirtazapine 28 (33%) 25.45
Escitalopram 12 (14%) 10
Amitriptyline 8( 9%) 16.88
Venlafaxine 7 ( 8%) 85.71
Duloxetine 5( 6%) 42
Sertraline 4( 5%) 106.25
Paroxetine 2( 2%) 18.75
Milnacipran 2( 2%) 50
Tianeptine 2 ( 2%) 15.63
Fluoxetine 1(1%) 20
Anxiolytics Alprazolam 28 (33%) 0.71
Lorazepam 20 (24%) 1.22
Clonazepam 16 (19%) 0.63
Diazepam 16 (19%) 4.69
Etizolam 5( 6%) 0.95
Clotiazepam 1(1%) 0.5
Flurazepam 1(1%) 15
Antipsychotics Quetiapine 11 (13%) 100
Aripiprazole 1(1%) 5
Anticonvulsant Valproic acid 4( 5%) 775
Lamotrigine 1(1%) 25
Others Zolpidem 24 (28%) 10
Trazodone 19 (22%) 60.3
Propranolol 3( 4%) 33.33

wo| AM8-5193 11, lorazepam(n=20, 24%), clonazepam(n=16,
19%), diazepam(n=16, 19%)<=°| 1 t}. 71E} zolpidem(n=24,
28%), trazodone(n=19, 22%)°| o] A= A cHTable 3).
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Table 4. Medical history

Department Outpatient clinic  Hospitalization
Orthopedics 44 (52%) 15 (18%)
Gastroenterology 34 (40%) 1(1%)
Neurology 27 (32%) 15 (18%)
Otorhinolaryngology 20 (24%) 4 ( 5%)
Obstetrics and gynecology 19 (22%) 4( 5%)
Emergency medicine 19 (22%) 0 (%)
General surgery 14 (16%) 8 ( 9%)
Ophthalmology 14 (16%) 0 (%)
Dentistry 13 (15%) 0 (%)
Endocrinology 10 (12%) 3( 4%)
Pulmonology 10 (12%) 4( 5%)
Urology 9 (11%) 3( 4%)
Dermatology 8 ( 9%) 0
Neurosurgery 7 ( 8%) 1(1%)
Cardiology 7 ( 8%) 3( 4%)
Anesthesiology 1(1%) 0
Plastic surgery 1(1%) 0
Nephrology 1(1%) 0
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