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Qualitative Study on Dietary Experience in South Korea for
North Korean Defector Adolescents

Jieun Lee, Mihyang Um, Seunghee Kye*

Nutrition Education Major, Graduate School of Education, Gachon University

Abstract

This study examined the background of the dietary life of North Korean defector adolescents born and raised in North
Korea and their new South Korean dietary experiences after being settled in South Korea. The study included six North
Korean defector adolescents enrolled in an alternative school located in Gyeonggi-do, South Korea. This study’s qualitative
research methodology included two-by-two group interviews, followed by individual interviews and field observation. The
study period was from September 14 to October 26, 2019. Before entering South Korea, they primarily ate food pickled with
soybean and salt, a cooking method by which foods are preserved because refrigerators were unavailable. After settling in
South Korea, they had difficulty adapting to South Korean foods because of the unfamiliar ingredients and recipes. On the
other hand, they quickly adapted to some foods, such as chicken. The participants reported that North Korean foods are
generally light, whereas South Korean foods are sweet, salty, and spicy; hence, they do not taste delicious. The results
suggest that attention be paid to menu improvement and the provision of nutritional education by schools and the
government to prevent undernourishment or malnourishment because of unfamiliar ingredients and recipes.

Key Words : North korean defector adolescents, dietary life, qualitative research
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<Table 1> General characteristics of the participants

Case Year of defection Ace  Gender Area/Period residence before Period of residency Status Family living
from North Korea g entering South Korea in South Korea together
1 2017 14 Male Vietnam/3 months 2 years Middle school student Mother
2 2017 19 Female Thailand/2 months 3 years High school student None
3 2011 18 Female China/5 months 2 years High school student None
4 2017 18 Female Vietnam/3 months 2 years High school student None
5 2017 18 Female Vietnam/3 months 8 years High school student  Mother, Sister
6 2015 19 Female China/2 years 2 years High school student None
<Table 2> Past dietary life of the participants in North Korea
Category Theme Sub-theme Meaning unit
Poor die * Repetitive/simple recipes due to difficulty in storing food ingredients
. ary * Practical difficulties in access to food ingredients from other regions
environment . . . .
* Unable to use the refrigerator due to insufficient electric power
Past Dietary life in * On special occasions, there are festive foods: special confectionaries at
dietary . . .
. North Korea . . elementary schools for national memorial days, dumpling soup for Lunar New
life Dietary life for

special days

Year’s Day, and newly harvested rice and fruits for Chuseok

* Gimbap and egg rice on track and field day in schools, cake and tropical
fruits on a wedding day and for the wealthy, rice and meat on birthdays
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<Table 3> Experience of food of the participants in South Korea

Category Theme Sub-theme Meaning unit
* Foreign vegetables with strong flavors, e.g., broccoli and celery, are difficult
to enjoy
Food that is hard * Due to limited prior experiences with dairy products (e.g., cheese) and
to adapt to dressings (e.g., mayonnaise), such foods are difficult to adapt to
Present * Due to unfamiliarity with beef or pork because of financial difficulties and

Experience of

d@ary South Korean food - - -
life * I sometimes think of pizza, jajangmyeon (black bean sauce noodles) and

tteokbokki (stir-fried rice cake) because they were new experiences but had
immediate appeal due to taste.

* In particular, foods cooked in oil including fried foods (e.g., chicken), are
likeable.

availability, such foods are unfamiliar

Food that is easy
to adapt to
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<Table 4> Difficulties in adapting to Korean food of the participants

Category Theme Sub-theme Meaning unit
* South Korean soybean paste has a processed taste
Differences in the taste * In general, South Korean food tastes sweeter than North Korean food
of seasonings and + Same menu names but different recipes
different recipes ¢ South Korean recipes are varied, including fried foods, whereas North Korean
. o recipes are basic and utilize simple techniques, such as boiling or steaming
Present Difficulties in : -
. . . . * Vegetables grown in South Korea do not have the natural and unique taste of
dietary adapting to Differences in the taste . = . . .
. . individual vegetables in their raw form
life Korean food of raw materials

e Water in South Korea is bland and tasteless

* Desire to eat North Korean food, such as starch noodles, powdered rice cake,

Longing for
hometown food

artificial meat rice
* Often buy and eat potatoes and corn, which I frequently ate in North Korea

* When eating out, I select items that are most similar to North Korean food
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