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Abstract

Movement from autocracies to liberal democracies is a prominent pattern in contempo-
rary international migration. Prior research suggests that migrants from authoritarian
regimes may face barriers to democratic integration due to a lack of social capital, un-
familiarity with democratic norms and practices. We study North Korean defectors in
South Korea—a population that shares with the host society a common language, his-
tory, and culture but diverges sharply in political upbringing due to life under a highly
repressive regime. We show that, indeed, North Korean defectors participate less in
democratic politics and deliberative discussions than South Koreans. We then exam-
ine which factors most critically impede democratic integration using a combination
of lab-in-the-field experiments and surveys. We measure interpersonal social capital
(including social-network membership and compliance with prosocial norms such as al-
truism, trust, and cooperation), political interest and knowledge, and attitudes toward
democracy (including implicit bias toward North Korea and anti-democratic orien-
tations). Contrary to common expectations, North Korean defectors possess social
capital comparable to—or even higher than—that of native South Koreans. However,
they demonstrate low political interest and knowledge, implicit bias against democratic
institutions, and anti-democratic attitudes. These findings suggest that attitudinal and
behavioral unfamiliarity with democracy—rather than a lack of social capital—poses
the greater challenge to long-term democratic integration for migrants from authori-
tarian regimes.
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1 Introduction

What factors hinder the integration1 of migrants from autocracies into liberal democ-

racies? Recent international migration patterns show a rising number of individuals

crossing regime boundaries, especially from repressive autocracies to liberal democra-

cies. A prominent component of this trend is survival migration: individuals who flee

not primarily for economic reasons but in response to violence, repression, famine, or

state failure in their countries of origin (Betts, 2013; Braithwaite, Salehyan and Savun,

2019).2 Despite the distinctiveness of this population, prior research has devoted lim-

ited attention to the obstacles that constrain the democratic integration of migrants

from repressive autocracies.3 This article addresses this gap by examining the factors

that disrupt the democratic integration of migrants from repressive autocracies.

Political socialization research highlights the enduring effects of pre-migration en-

vironments (Bilodeau, 2008; Bilodeau, McAllister and Kanji, 2010; Ramakrishnan and

Espenshade, 2001) Individuals raised under repressive autocracies experience system-

atic ideological indoctrination that affirms the regime’s legitimacy, reinforces its polit-

ical institutions, and prescribes norms governing civic behavior and social interaction

(Finkel, Humphries and Opp, 2001; Mishler and Rose, 2007; Neundorf, 2010; Pop-

Eleches and Tucker, 2011). Building on early socialization shaped by authoritarian

institutional legacies, we evaluate two pathways that may hinder migrants’ democratic

integration: whether limited social capital or unfamiliarity with democracy constitutes

the more consequential impediment to successful adaptation in liberal-democratic host

contexts. To investigate this, we analyze the democratic integration of North Korean

1We use the term integration because this study examines whether low social capital or weak democratic
orientations impede defectors’ incorporation into South Korean society. Social capital and democratic atti-
tudes are standard dimensions of social and civic integration rather than cultural markers of assimilation.
Integration therefore provides a more suitable term for describing their adaptation.

2See also Holland and Peters (2020), who argue that although violence contributes to displacement, its
greater significance lies in prompting potential migrants to seek political information, making them highly
responsive to changes in policy environments.

3But see emerging work on how migration to autocracies shapes democratic attitudes and behaviors
Gaikwad, Hanson and Tóth (2025); Gaikwad, Hanson and Tóth (2026).
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defectors (NKs, N = 189) using lab-in-field experiments and surveys, comparing their

political attitudes and behaviors to those of native-born South Koreans (SKs, N =

179).

We find that NKs’ integration is hindered not by a deficit in social capital4 but by

unfamiliarity with democratic attitudes5. In both surveys and behavioral activities in

the lab, NKs display levels of social capital—including altruism, trust, and willingness

to contribute to public goods—that do not meaningfully differ from those of SKs, and

they report similar engagement in social and civic organizations. Yet despite this parity

in pro-social norms and networks, NKs fall behind SKs in democratic attitudes: they

express lower political interest, are less informed and less active, and are less willing to

participate in deliberative policy discussions. Consistent with this pattern, NKs also

hold more negative views of democracy and exhibit an implicit bias toward autocracy

vis-à-vis democracy relative to native South Koreans.

To probe the mechanisms underlying this pattern, semi-structured interviews fur-

ther examine why defectors lag in democratic orientations. NKs consistently traced

their reluctance to participate in public discussion to authoritarian socialization—marked

by ideological indoctrination, surveillance, and punitive “group criticism” practices—which

left them without internalized deliberative attitudes or the behavioral repertoires needed

for open dialogue. These qualitative insights clarify how authoritarian political social-

ization continues to shape defectors’ democratic orientations, reinforcing that weak

democratic attitudes represent the principal barrier to their democratic integration in

liberal-democratic contexts.

Our findings make important contributions to theories of migrant integration and

to policymaking. This article examines two explanations for the limited democratic

integration of migrants from repressive autocracies: lack of social capital and unfamil-

4Social capital refers to social norms and the social networks that sustain them (Putnam, 2000a).
5Social psychologists define attitudes as ‘a relatively enduring organization of beliefs, feelings, and be-

havioral tendencies toward socially significant objects, groups, events, or symbols’ (Hogg and Vaghan, 2005,
p. 150).
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iarity with democratic norms and attitudes. The results show that, despite originating

from one of the world’s most closed autocracies, North Korean defectors exhibit levels

of social capital comparable to those of native South Koreans. Yet they lag consid-

erably in political interest, knowledge, participation, and democratic attitudes. This

contrast suggests that the primary barrier to democratic integration lies not in weak

social networks but rather in limited exposure to, and internalization of, democratic

practices. At the same time, these findings highlight an important policy implication:

while social networks remain relevant, durable integration depends more critically on

fostering democratic learning. Governments and NGOs could therefore devote greater

effort to democracy education and civic training, rather than focusing narrowly on

strengthening social capital.

2 Relation to the Literature

This research speaks to the democratic integration of migrants from autocracies into lib-

eral democracies. Migration from autocracy to democracy has emerged as a prominent

trend in recent international migration. As shown in Figure 1, the stock of migrants

residing in democratic regimes after originating from autocratic regimes increased sub-

stantially between 2015 and 2024, making it the second-largest global migration pattern

after stocks between autocracies.6

Unlike primarily economic migration, these movements often take the form of sur-

vival migration: individuals fleeing their countries of origin in response to grave threats

from inter- or intrastate conflicts, state fragility, or repressive state authorities (Betts,

2013). UNHCR data7 underscore this pattern, with the top countries of refugee ori-

gin—including Syria, Afghanistan, South Sudan, Sudan, Myanmar, the Democratic

6We use the UN DESA International Migrant Stock dataset (2024), merged with V-Dem to classify origin
and destination regimes. The analysis is restricted to dyads covered by V-Dem, and regime-to-regime shares
are calculated as the proportion of total migrant stocks in the matched sample.

7UNHCR Data, Refugee population by country or territory of origin, available at: https://

ourworldindata.org/grapher/refugee-population-by-country-or-territory-of-origin
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Figure 1: International migrant stocks by regime type

Republic of Congo, Somalia, and the Central African Republic—exemplifying contexts

marked by violent conflict, authoritarian repression, or outright state collapse. Against

this backdrop, the scope condition of this study is migrants who move from repressive

autocracies to liberal democracies as a response to systemic violence, repression, or

state collapse. For analytical clarity, we use the terms migrants and refugees inter-

changeably to capture this population, while referring to their countries of origin as

autocracies, dictatorships, or repressive regimes.8

Building on prior research on political socialization and the legacy of political in-

stitutions, we assume that institutions in migrants’ countries of origin shape their in-

tegration into host liberal democracies (Alesina and Fuchs-Schündeln, 2007; Simpser,

Slater and Wittenberg, 2018; Neundorf and Pop-Eleches, 2020). Migrants examined

here were socialized in repressive authoritarian contexts where coercion, surveillance,

and curtailed civic life dominated (Mishler and Rose, 2007). Their trajectories of inte-

8We will often refer to North Korean migrants/refugees in specific as defectors.
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gration are therefore expected to be shaped not only by conditions in host states but

also by the institutional legacies of the regimes they fled. From this perspective, we

identify two factors that systematically hinder the democratic integration of migrants

from autocracies into liberal democracies.

One important factor is the erosion of social capital among refugees from auto-

cratic regimes. Research on the legacies of repressive regimes consistently underscores

the fragility of civil society in these contexts (Jowitt, 2023; Ekiert, 1996).9 Repres-

sive regimes eroded interpersonal trust and dismantled autonomous civic organizations

by embedding surveillance and coercion into everyday life, socializing citizens into

suspicion and compulsory, state-controlled associations rather than generalized trust

and voluntary networks. This legacy weakened the foundations of interpersonal trust,

produced deep mistrust of collective organizations, and entrenched reliance on pri-

vate, kin-based networks that constrained the growth of voluntary civic associations

(Howard, 2002; Xu and Jin, 2018). Comparative evidence further shows that citizens

who lived under repressive regimes display consistently lower levels of both trust and

participation in voluntary organizations than their counterparts elsewhere (Bernhard

and Karakoç, 2007; Pop-Eleches and Tucker, 2013; Xu and Jin, 2018).

The resulting deficit of social capital poses major obstacles to refugees’ democratic

integration. In particular, refugees face two distinct challenges. First, authoritarian

surveillance and repression corroded interpersonal trust and dismantled autonomous

associations, leaving refugees without the habits of cooperation, generalized trust, and

civic skills needed for democratic participation. This deficit of social capital signif-

icantly hampers their democratic integration, because social networks are otherwise

known to facilitate migrants’ integration into democratic politics (Jacobs and Tillie,

2004; Berger, Galonska and Koopmans, 2004). Second, voluntary associations provide,

9Following Linz (2000), authoritarian regimes are generally characterized by limited pluralism, low mo-
bilization, and the absence of a comprehensive ideology. Yet the most repressive forms of authoritarianism
approximate totalitarian regimes—as exemplified by communism—which combined monopolistic control,
pervasive mobilization, and an all-encompassing ideology.
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as Skocpol notes, “a source of considerable popular leverage” over the political process

(Skocpol and Fiorina, 2004), enabling citizens to aggregate preferences, protect them-

selves from unjust policies, and press for legislative change (Howard, 2002). Refugees

from authoritarian regimes thus suffer a compounded disadvantage: they lack oppor-

tunities to acquire civic skills, and their voices and interests are scarcely represented

in political decision-making.

Another important factor is attitudinal and behavioral unfamiliarity with demo-

cratic norms and practices. Political socialization under authoritarian rule has en-

during negative effects on the political integration of migrants. Individuals raised in

non-democratic contexts are not only less exposed to democratic norms and civic re-

sponsibilities but also acquire fewer skills and less knowledge necessary for effective

engagement in liberal democracies (Black, Niemi and Powell, 1987; Ramakrishnan,

2005; White et al., 2008). This deficit of both civic capacities and democratic norms

may not only reduce refugees’ political participation but also undermine the quality

and desirability of their engagement in democratic politics.

Policies in host democracies that seek to instill democratic attitudes and encour-

age compliance with democratic norms often encounter resistance rooted in prior au-

thoritarian socialization (Joppke, 2007, 2017; Gebhardt, 2016; Barreto et al., 2022).

Such resistance arises because orientations and learning acquired under non-democratic

regimes hinder migrants’ ability to internalize democratic norms in host societies

(White et al., 2008). A large body of empirical evidence shows that migrants from

authoritarian regimes are systematically less likely to endorse democracy (Bilodeau,

McAllister and Kanji, 2010; Pop-Eleches and Tucker, 2020), participate in politics

(Bueker, 2005, 2006; Bilodeau, 2008; Just and Anderson, 2012; Lazarova, Saalfeld and

Seifert, 2024), and trust political institutions (Voicu and Tufiş, 2017).10

We study which of two factors—the erosion of social capital or the absence of

10Unlike other studies in this line of research, Bilodeau, McAllister and Kanji (2010) report that “there
is little evidence that pre-migration experience of authoritarianism influences immigrants’ participation in
electoral activities in the host country,” a finding that contradicts the research cited above.
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democratic experience—constitutes the more consequential obstacle to democratic in-

tegration among refugees from authoritarian regimes. As a case study, we focus on

North Korean defectors in South Korea. North Korea represents a paradigmatic closed

autocracy, where coercion, surveillance, and ideological indoctrination permeate all di-

mensions of social life. Defectors typically leave not for economic opportunity but to

escape famine, surveillance, coercion, or threats to personal safety—motivations re-

flected in South Korea’s settlement survey, where many cite “avoiding the regime’s

surveillance and control” or “perceived risks to personal safety” as reasons for fleeing

(Korea Hana Foundation, 2025). Their resettlement in South Korea—a liberal democ-

racy—thus places them squarely within our scope condition: migrants emerging from

repressive autocracy who must adapt to the norms and institutions of democratic host

societies.

3 North Korean Defectors in South Korea

There are approximately 35,000 North Korean defectors currently residing in South

Korea. Figure 2 shows annual entry patterns since 2000. Arrivals peaked in 2009, but

following Kim Jong Un’s ascension in 2011, intensified border control measures reduced

defections from roughly 2,700 in 2011 to about 1,500 in 2012. Numbers continued to

fall to around 1,000 in the last pre-pandemic year. The COVID-19 pandemic then

drove arrivals to a near standstill, with only 63 and 67 defectors entering in 2021 and

2022, respectively. Although inflows have increased modestly since then, they remain

far below pre-pandemic levels.

The number of defectors in South Korea is small by developed-country standards,

and South Korea receives few refugees from other countries overall.11 Yet despite host-

ing far fewer refugees, South Korea has developed robust and unusually comprehensive

11Italy, for comparison—with a GDP 13 percent larger and a population roughly 5.5 percent greater—hosts
nearly 300,000 individuals with refugee status.
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Figure 2: The number of North Korean defectors in the 21st century, by year

programs to support the integration of North Korean defectors. South Korea’s integra-

tion infrastructure is more expansive than that of many Western European or North

American countries—making it unclear whether defectors constitute a relatively “easy”

or “hard” case for democratic integration.12

On the plus side, the South Korean government welcomes defectors and provides

substantial resources for their integration. All defectors complete a 12-week (400-hour)

residential program at Hanawon, which offers instruction on South Korean society, ca-

reer counseling, and basic vocational training. The government further assists with

housing, family reunification, and financial stabilization.13 Upon arrival, defectors

are automatically granted South Korean citizenship, a factor widely recognized as fa-

cilitating political incorporation (Just and Anderson, 2012; Hainmueller, Hangartner

12See also migration policies in non-Western countries and international organizations: Zhou, Grossman
and Ge (2023); Rojas et al. (2025)

13After completing Hanawon, defectors receive continued support for up to five years, including subsidies,
job-placement aid, certifications, educational assistance, and caseworker assignments.
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and Pietrantuono, 2015, 2017). They also receive resettlement support from NGOs

(Williams, 2019; Ministry of Unification, 2024) and face no meaningful language bar-

rier.14 Taken together, these features create an institutional environment that is un-

usually favorable for democratic integration.15

Yet these advantages are offset by serious disadvantages rooted in the North Ko-

rean context. North Korea is one of the world’s most closed autocracies: unmonitored

social interactions are punished, autonomous civic life is virtually absent, and political

surveillance is pervasive. Although conditions have modestly improved with the rise

of the jangmadang—quasi-illegal grassroots markets tolerated but not formally sanc-

tioned by the state (Haggard and Noland, 2010)—most citizens continue to live under

dense systems of control. Decades of ideological indoctrination have fostered habitual

self-censorship, deference to authority, and limited exposure to open disagreement or

deliberation (Lee, 2003, 2024).

As Haggard and Noland observe in their analysis of North Koreans’ difficulty ad-

justing to democratic life in South Korea:

“Educated in a highly authoritarian and economically decaying state social-

ist system, North Koreans clearly have remarkable survival skills. Nonethe-

less, they may or may not possess the skills required to navigate an advanced

industrial democracy even where the language barrier is (at least partially)

neutralized, as in South Korea.”

Previous research provides two main explanations for why North Korean defectors

struggle to integrate fully into South Korea. The first highlights deficits in social

capital. According to this view, defectors lack both bonding ties within their own

community and bridging ties to South Koreans. Bidet (2009), for example, argues that

14Accent and terminology differences exist but rarely impede communication (BBC Monitoring, 2019).
15While much of the literature emphasizes host-state policies or institutional design, recent work also

highlights the role of migrants’ own beliefs about national belonging in shaping integration outcomes. Using
the case of North Korean defectors in South Korea, Hur (2023) shows that migrants’ conceptions of belonging
condition their receptivity to integration efforts.
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“North Korean defectors have an especially low social capital due to a weakness of their

ties both to persons belonging to the same community and to persons belonging to

different communities,” a deficit he suggests undermines their employment prospects.

Public discourse frequently echoes this perspective, portraying defectors as isolated

and lonely.16 Survey evidence further shows that South Koreans rarely think about

defectors in their daily lives and that only seven percent personally know a defector.

This pattern suggests that weak or underdeveloped bridging ties between the two

groups may help account for limited integration.

Another view points to unfamiliarity with democracy resulting from authoritar-

ian socialization. From this perspective, defectors carry norms formed under North

Korea’s political institutions that impede adaptation to democratic life in the South.

Studies find that early socialization through schooling or party membership correlates

with anti-democratic attitudes (Oh and Park, 2019) and support for strong, uncon-

strained leadership (Ishiyama and Kim, 2024). Similarly, Choi et al. (2024) show that

ideological indoctrination negatively affects defectors’ economic integration. Some re-

search highlights exceptions: Hur (2018, 2019) argue that co-national identification

with South Koreans extends a “communal script of duty to the nation,” encouraging

defectors to view democratic acts such as voting as civic obligations. But the broader

evidence indicates that decades of political socialization under North Korea leave many

defectors unfamiliar with democratic norms and hesitant to participate politically after

resettlement.

4 Norms versus Attitudes

Norms and attitudes are important to concepts in the migrant-integration literature.

Norms are informal behavioral rules based on shared expectations about what others

16In contrast, Choi, Lee and Lee (2020) find that defectors behave more altruistically than South Koreans
in dictator games—even when allocations are based on individually earned income—suggesting prosocial
orientations that do not map neatly onto a simple social-capital-deficit narrative.

11



will do and about what people believe others think they ought to do (Helmke and

Rath, 2025). Norms involve preferences that are conditional on mutual expectations

and inherently social (Bicchieri, 2016). Democratic attitudes are a person’s innate

ranking of policy or regime options without regard to others’ perceived expectations

or behavior. Both democratic attitudes and democratic norms uphold democratic

principles such as voting, voluntary public deliberation and tolerance. People who

engage in these behaviors unconditionally and without regard to what society requires

because they enjoy them or obtain utility from doing them are motivated by democratic

attitudes. The defining feature of democratic norms, like all norms, by contrast, is their

conditionality: individuals comply only if (1) they expect others to comply and (2) they

believe others expect them to comply.

The difference between democratic norms and democratic attitudes is important

for measurement. Previous studies on migrant integration often rely on survey-based

indicators like voter registration and turnout rates (Bratsberg et al., 2021; Ferwerda and

Finseraas, 2025) and composite indices that incorporate formal and informal political

participation, political efficacy, and factual political knowledge (Berger, Galonska and

Koopmans, 2004; Jacobs and Tillie, 2004; Harder et al., 2018).17 These measures are

essential to any study of political and social integration, but they cannot distinguish

between norm-complaint surface-level behavior and democratic attitudes, the deeper

internalized commitments that sustain stable democratic citizenship.

This distinction between norms and attitudes is especially important in under-

standing the democratic integration of migrants from dictatorships. Having undergone

political socialization under autocratic rule, such individuals may formally participate

in democratic processes—for example by voting when social norms require it—without

17Harder et al. (2018) define integration as the degree to which immigrants have the knowledge and
capacity to build a successful, fulfilling life in the host society. Knowledge entails aspects such as fluency in
the national language and ability to navigate the host country’s labor market, political system, and social
institutions. Capacity refers to the mental, social, and economic resources immigrants have to invest in their
futures.
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fully embracing and internalizing underlying democratic attitudes. This implication for

measurement is particularly acute with our sample, defectors from North Korea where

voter turnout is routinely 99 percent (Choi, 2023) and political rallies are large and

well-coordinated (Kim, 2023). Practices like voluntary engagement in public delibera-

tion, solidarity with vulnerable minorities, and respect for political pluralism require a

deeper commitment to democratic ideals and may actually require occasionally buck-

ing social norms and dissenting rather than complying with them. These internalized

democratic attitudes or preferences, rather than observable compliance with widely

held norms, are essential for meaningful and durable integration into democratic soci-

ety. As we describe on the next section, we rely on a combination of survey responses

and behavioral observation to distinguish attitudes from behavior that may be driven

mainly to comply with norms.

5 Hypotheses and Measurement

We define a bit of notation to clarify the discussion of our understanding of various

claims about the democratic integration of migrants from autocratic regimes and about

our measurement of key concepts. We assume a person i will participate in a democratic

process (e.g. vote, attend a rally, publicly discuss policy) if

Ui = vi + s(ni)− ei > 0

where:

• vi ∈ R is i’s net intrinsic utility from engaging in political action for their preferred

cause. As such it is determined by i’s democratic attitudes.

• s(ni) ∈ R is the social benefits that i obtains and the social costs that are avoided

for complying with social norms. s(ni) is assumed to be increasing in the size of

i’s social network, ni. It is determined by democratic norms.
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• ei is random variable with cumulative distribution function F (e).

Person i will participate politically if Ui = vi + s(ni) > ei which can be estimated in

various ways depending on assumptions about the distribution of ei.

Two further remarks on vi: Political participation may be costly (time lost from

waiting in line to vote, the stress one feels from expressing one’s political views pub-

licly). As stated above vi is the net utility for participation after subtracting these costs

and vi may be less than zero. Second, we can safely assume that none of the people

in our sample will have an appreciable effect on the adoption of policy so we dispense

with concerns about participating instrumentally to effect the policy outcome.

From our reading of the literature each of these parameters (with the exception

of ei obviously) are hypothesized to differ between NKs and SKs in ways that can

explain NKs lesser democratic integration. We discussed the difference between norms

and attitudes above. The parameter vi captures i’s democratic attitudes. Because

SKs were well-socialized into a vibrant democratic polity they are hypothesized to

gain greater intrinsic utility from democratic institutions and political participation

than NKs are who were actively punished for expressing themselves politically in ways

that were not encouraged by the state. By this hypothesis, a preference for political

participation was nurtured in SKs but subdued in NKs. For the same reason SKs are

assumed to be more interested in and better informed about politics and policy than

their NK counterparts. On average then vi is hypothesized to be greater for SKs than

NKs. Similarly due to their socialization from a young age in a democratic country

SKs should bear fewer costs of participation than NKs. It may be easier for them

to gather the information necessary to participate. They will be more accustomed to

voting their conscience and engaging in deliberative discussion and therefore find those

activities less stressful. NKs, by contrast, learned from their youth that such activities

were shameful and dangerous. This indoctrination may be deeply rooted in the two

populations, thus vi should be lower on average for NKs than SKs.
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Putnam (2000b) defined social capital as social norms and the social networks that

support them. The argument that social capital fosters democratic political participa-

tion and that a shortage of social capital erodes it is most famously associated with

Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti (1993). Others have corroborated the claim empirically

since that time (Krishna, 2002; Nyqvist et al., 2024). However, the claim was met with

skepticism almost immediately. Studies showed that the link was weak or non-existent

(Booth and Bayer Richard, 1998; Teney and Hanquinet, 2012) or that social capital

might even be pernicious to democratic political participation (Berman, 1997; Portes,

1998; Satyanath, Voigtländer and Voth, 2017).18 Some sources, mentioned above, claim

that NKs’ social networks are woefully sparse. If Putnam’s hypothesis is correct this

relative lack of social capital may explain NKs non-compliance with social norms, in-

cluding democratic norms.

For all of these reasons NKs are hypothesized to have a relatively low value of Ui

like U and SKs are hypothesized to have a relatively high like U shown in Figure 3. A

person with Ui = U will participate only if they draw an ei in the dark gray region,

while a person with Ui = U will participate with a draw of ei in the union of the dark

gray and light gray regions. The former occurs with probability F while the latter

occurs with probability F > F .

The forgoing discussion generates hypotheses that we tested with surveys and be-

havioral observation in the lab in Seoul South Korea in the summer of 2024. We

summarize the measures that we use for each of the concepts in Table 1

The first set of hypotheses—indeed the ones that motivated this research—is the

concern that NKs are not fully integrating into South Korean society and that their

political participation is less than that of the SK counterparts.

Hypothesis 1 NKs participate less in political activites than SKs.

For our first measure of willingness to participate we asked subjects if they would

18While our results do not go as far as that last claim they do raise questions about the strength of the
link between social capital and political participation, at least for NKs.
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Figure 3: F (e) is a hypothetical cumulative distribution function for the error term ei. NKs
are hypothesized to have a relatively low value of Ui like U and SKs are hypothesized to
have a relatively high like U . A person with Ui = U will participate only if they draw an ei
in the dark gray region, while a person with Ui = U will participate with a draw of ei in the
union of the dark gray and light gray regions. The former occurs with probability F while
the latter occurs with probability F > F .
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Table 1: Summary of measures of concepts

Concept Measures
Total utility from participation, Ui Survey: Self-reported voting in elections

Survey: Other political participation
Survey: frequency of political discussion
Lab: Signing petition
Lab: Public deliberation

Social capital, s(ni) Survey: prosocial behavior
Survey: network size from survey
Lab: prosocial behavior in lab

Democratic attitudes, vi Survey: Political interest
Survey: Anti-democratic opinions
Survey: Political knowledge
Lab: Implicit Association Test (IAT)

sign a petition criticizing China’s policy of forced repatriation of North Korean refugees

living in China. To examine how social costs shape political participation among North

Korean defectors and native South Koreans, we designed a petition experiment con-

cerning the forced repatriation of North Korean escapees from China. Building on

insights from Paler, Marshall and Atallah (2018), who demonstrate that the visibility

of political action imposes substantial social costs that deter participation, we imple-

mented a public-only condition in which participants were explicitly informed that their

signatures might be publicly disclosed online. This design choice was deliberate: our

goal was not merely to measure abstract willingness to support a cause, but to assess

whether individuals would accept potential social exposure and stigma to express a

politically sensitive opinion. A non-public (private) condition would have diminished

the social cost component of participation, making it difficult to identify meaningful

variation in political engagement across groups. Among North Korean defectors in

South Korea, past experiences under authoritarian rule—and continued exposure to

informal surveillance within the defector community—may continue to shape how in-

17



dividuals perceive the risks of political participation. Thus, our design offers a more

stringent and behaviorally valid measure of costly political participation, capturing

not just preferences but also willingness to act under potential social pressure. The

variable is coded one if they signed the petition and zero if they did not.

We also collected several survey based measures of political participation. We asked

subjects if they voted in the last national and last local elections, coded one if they did

and zero if they did not. We also asked subjects a series of nine questions about other

forms of political participation.19 Again we coded these one if they answered yes and

zero if they answered no.

Hypothesis 2 NKs participate in political discussions less than SKs do.

In addition to those three variables, we collected measures on a specific form of

political participation—public discussion of policy preferences. We anticipate that

NKs, who were taught from an early age to keep their personal political opinions to

themselves, should be less willing to engage in political discussions. We asked a survey

question about how often they participated in a political discussion with other Koreans

over the past year using a five point scale from one (never) to 5 (almost every day).

To address concerns about possible self-reporting bias, we also conducted two dis-

cussions under observation in the lab: one about the South Korean government’s use

of personal data for pandemic control without explicit individual consent, and another

about the legality of sending propaganda balloons containing anti-regime messages

into North Korea. The first discussion focused on government-enforced COVID-19

measures, specifically the tension between protecting individual privacy and enabling

effective public health surveillance. The second explored whether the right to free

19These were: attended a rally or campaign event related to elections, joined a political party, donated
money to a political party or candidate, persuaded others to vote for a specific party or candidate during
an election, volunteered for a party or candidate during an election, joined an online community related to
politics or current affairs, posted or commented on a political or current affairs topic on an online forum,
posted online in support of or opposition to a party or candidate during an election, participated in a protest
or demonstration, either online or offline.
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expression—exemplified by activists sending leaflets across the border—should be cur-

tailed to avoid heightening inter-Korean tensions and anxiety among residents near the

DMZ. Both discussions were designed to foreground value trade-offs central to demo-

cratic politics.

Prior to each discussion, we showed participants a short news clip introducing

the topic and presenting both supporting and opposing views. This was intended to

enhance participants’ understanding of the issue and ensure a minimum level of shared

information before the deliberation began. We then opened the floor to a discussion

among the subjects about their thoughts on the two policies.20 We recorded the number

of times each subject spoke in the discussion. This outcome variable was coded using

a two-step process to ensure accuracy. First, during the sessions, research assistants

were assigned to monitor specific participants and tally their speech acts in real time.

Second, after the sessions, these tallies were verified using audio recordings to cross-

check and confirm the number of utterances for each participant. This dual-coding

procedure provides a reliable measure of variation in verbal political engagement.

None of measures provide data on the individual parameters vi and s(ni). By

hypothesis people participate when vi + s(ni) ≥ ei so we only retrieve a reduced form.

To get more fine-tuned measures of vi and s(ni), we gathered other measures. First we

gathered measures about their social networks and compliance with non-political social

norms. These hypotheses claim that NKs lack of political participation is a symptom,

and perhaps an effect, of a broader lack of social integration and social capital, which

brings us to the hypotheses about social capital.

Hypothesis 3 NKs will be less compliant with social norms than SKs.

Hypothesis 4 NKs will have smaller social networks than SKs.

20To minimize demand effects and ensure that speech acts reflected genuine willingness to engage in
political discussion, the discussion moderator emphasized three times—immediately before, at the outset of,
and midway through the discussion—that participation was entirely voluntary.
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Using Putnam’s (2000a) well-known definition of social capital as “... social net-

works and the norms ... that arise from them” we measured social capital in three

ways. First we used behavioral games in the lab to measure compliance with the the

social norms of altruism, trust and willingness to contribute to the public good. Second

we measured compliance with social norms with the subjects’ own self-reported pub-

lic good activities by asking about their participation in a variety of civic activities.21

Third we measured the subjects’ social networking with their self-reported membership

in a variety of social organizations.22

We also used three behavioral activities in the lab to measure compliance with

social norms, each designed to capture a distinct component: the dictator game (al-

truism), the trust game (trust), and the public goods game (cooperation). While these

norms may be supportive of democracy we do not regard them as democratic norms

themselves. These norms are required for any well-functioning society and exist even in

non-democracies. Thus we treat these more general pro-social norms separately from

democratic norms.

All games were administered individually using laptop computers equipped with

privacy screens to ensure decision privacy. One of the authors provided detailed in-

structions before each session and explicitly clarified whether the upcoming game would

be played with an in-group or out-group member. To ensure participants understood

the group identity of their game partner in each session, a manipulation check was

embedded in the computer interface prior to each game. Participants were also given

21These activities are: joined a civic organization to solve public issues, collective action with other
citizens to address public problems, participated in a public hearing or meeting hosted by a government
agency, visited a government office to address a public issue and contacted a government agency or official
via letter, email, or phone to address a public issue.

22We developed this list after focus group discussions to determine what are the most important types
of groups in South Korean society. The types of groups we asked about were: civic organization, labor
union, political organization, neighborhood association, volunteer club, religious group, alumni association,
hobbies/sports group and occupational organization. We also asked about membership in a North Korean
defector organization but do not include it in the estimates above because it is perfectly collinear with our
main independent variables, defector status. About 39 percent of the defectors are members of such an
organization.
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a trial round to familiarize themselves with the rules and payment structure. Local

research assistants remained nearby to answer procedural questions if needed, while

safeguarding participant privacy.

To distinguish between bonding and bridging social capital, each participant was

sequentially matched with both an in-group and an out-group member across games.

For example, North Korean defectors played one game with another defector (in-group)

and another game with a native South Korean (out-group). In all games, participants

were endowed with KRW 2,000 and asked to make allocation or contribution decisions

based on the specific rules of each game.

Once we have addressed NKs stock of social capital and compliance with social

norms we will turn to a second explanation for their lack of political participation—

their attitude toward democracy, which we discussed above as a net intrinsic utility for

democratic participation, vi.

Hypothesis 5 NKs will express less political interest than SKs do.

Assuming people spends less effort learning about things they are less interested leads

to:

Hypothesis 6 NKs will possess less political knowledge than SKs do.

Assuming people feel less efficacious about things they know less about leads to:

Hypothesis 7 NKs will express less political efficacy than SKs do.

To test hypothesis 5 we use a survey question that asks respondents how interested

they are in politics. This variable takes on values from one (no interest) to five (very

interested). For hypothesis 6 we tested respondents’ political knowledge with a battery

of nine questions.23 We measured feelings of political efficacy for hypothesis 7 with

23The questions cover a range of topics, including: the name of the current president, the president’s party
affiliation, the length of the presidential term, how the legislature is elected, the length of the legislative
term, the minimum age requirement for presidential candidacy, the total number of seats in the National
Assembly, the distribution of party seats in the legislature, and the name of the main opposition party leader.
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respondents’ level of agreement with four statements, each on a four-point scale from

one (strongly disagree) to four (strongly agree).24

Hypothesis 8 NKs will express more implicit bias in favor of North Korea’s political

institutions than SKs do.

Hypothesis 9 NKs will express more anti-democratic attitudes than SKs do.

We collected two more direct variables of subjects’ attitudes toward a democratic

political system with an Implicit Association Test (IAT) (Schimmack, 2021) and anti-

democratic responses to a series of questions about the features of autocracy and

democracy. IATs are a reaction-time-based measure designed to capture automatic

associations between concepts and evaluative attributes. We asked participants to

rapidly categorize stimuli composed of political symbols—such as the South Korean

national flag, a ballot box icon, the North Korean flag, and the emblem of the Workers’

Party of Korea—and valenced adjectives. The evaluative dimension included positively

valenced words (“smart,” “trustworthy,” “competent,” “honorable”) and negatively

valenced words (“foolish,” “untrustworthy,” “incompetent,” “shameful”). The minute

reaction time differences caused by tension between the image label and their implicit

biases are used to measure implicit bias. The more negative a subject’s score the more

implicit bias they showed for North Korea.

The IAT consisted of blocks pairing political symbols with evaluative terms, ei-

ther in a congruent (South Korea + positive, North Korea + negative) or incongruent

(South Korea + negative, North Korea + positive) fashion. We calculated a standard-

ized D-score for each participant, which ranges from –2 to +2. Higher positive values

indicate a stronger implicit preference for South Korea’s political institutions (i.e.,

greater negativity toward North Korea), while more negative values reflect a stronger

24The statements are: I believe I could perform well in a public office, just like most other people; I believe
I have enough ability to participate in politics; I believe I understand important political issues and current
policies well; I believe I can express my opinion about what the government should do; and Citizens can
change wrong policies if they join forces.
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implicit preference for North Korea’s political institutions (i.e., greater negativity to-

ward South Korea). This measure allows us to assess unconscious political biases in

a way that complements subjects’ explicit attitudes. To crosscheck the IAT measure

we also asked subjects a set of eight questions about their support for democracy.

Six of the questions expressed an anti-democratic sentiment and two expressed a pro-

democratic sentiment, which we reverse coded prior to estimation.25

We collected all of the data for this study in Seoul in the summer of 2024 with the

aid of staff from a well-known non-governmental service organization for North Korean

defectors. To recruit North Korean defector participants, we employed a multi-pronged

outreach strategy targeting established defector networks and support organizations.

Specifically, we disseminated study invitations through (1) the Association of North

Korean Defectors, a nationwide voluntary organization; (2) non-governmental organi-

zations (NGOs) that assist defectors with resettlement and welfare; and (3) small-scale

community gatherings and online forums maintained by defectors. From these chan-

nels, we constructed a sample designed to approximate the age and gender distribution

of the broader defector population residing in South Korea.

For the South Korean comparison group, we recruited participants through an

online survey platform using quota sampling to mirror the national population distri-

bution in terms of age and gender. We did not attempt to balance the two groups

on socio-economic characteristics. Balancing on those characteristics would obscure

meaningful structural differences between North Korean defectors and native South

Koreans—differences that are likely to condition the ways in which post-migration

socio-economic environments affect political attitudes and behaviors. The survey in-

strument and the protocols for the behavioral activities are available in the online

25The statements were: the country needs a strong leader who does not have to be elected or controlled
by the legislature; experts, not the government, should decide what they think is best for the country; the
country should be governed by the military, the country should be governed through a democratic political
system; democracy does not function well in promoting economic development; democracy is inefficient
because there are too many conflicting opinions; democracy is not effective at maintaining national security;
democracy has many problems, but it is still better than other political systems.
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appendix.

6 Findings

In all of the tables that follow we present three estimates of interest. The first which

we call β̂1, is the estimated coefficient on the variable that equals one for NKs and zero

for SKs. Second, is the estimated coefficient β̂2 which is an interactive term between

the NK indicator and the number of years the NK had spent in South Korea at the

time of our survey. We expect difference with SKs to be greatest for NKs who have

not lived in South Korea very long and as time passes for NKs increasingly to resemble

the attitudes and behaviors of SKs. Third we are interested in some overall measure

of NK’s different behaviors and attitudes. To that end we present an estimate of the

linear combination of β̂1 + 12× β̂2. Twelve is the median number of years NKs in our

sample had spent in South Korea, so this linear combination provides a kind of overall

average estimated difference between NKs and SKs.

In several cases we used multiple measures for the underlying latent variables of

interest. In those cases, we estimated average effects using all measures of each la-

tent variable, as recommended by Kling, Liebman and Katz (2007) and Clingingsmith,

Khwaja and Kremer (2009). We label the head of columns with these estimates “Avg.

Effects” to distinguish these estimates from regular regressions. Furthermore, as men-

tioned above, we used both behavioral and survey measures for this research. We use

“Lab” to label the head of columns where the estimates are based on behavioral ob-

servation in the lab and “Survey” when the estimates are based on survey responses.

We estimate models of dichotomous dependent variables with the linear probability

model. All models include sex, age, personal income household income, marital status,

education, religion and employment status as controls

We tested hypothesis 1 by examining NKs political participation compared to SKs.

Consistent with hypothesis 1:
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Finding 1 NKs engage in less democratic participation than SKs.

Table 2 contains the relevant estimates. We use four different measures of political

participation, one by observed behavior in the lab and the other three with self-reported

behavior in our survey.

As shown in the first column of Table 2, we found no significant differences in linear

probability estimates of NK’s and SK’s willingness to sign the petition in the lab,

contrary to our expectations. North Korean defectors were only about three percent

less likely to sign the petition on average and this difference dissipated by about one-

half of a percent per year the defector lived in South Korea as shown by the estimate

β̂2 in table 2. All of these estimates suffer from high p-values.

Our first two survey measures of political participation use responses to questions

about whether the subjects claimed to have voted in the latest national and local

elections. These variables are coded one if they did and zero if they did not vote. Both

coefficients β̂1 are negative indicating that North Korean defectors are less likely to

self-report voting in either election. For the national election the estimate is significant

at the two-percent level and for the local election is is significant at the 6.7-percent

level. These effects dissipate over time for national elections but not for local elections.

North Korean defectors appear to be less likely to vote in local elections no matter

how long they have been in South Korea. Even after twelve years NKs are almost 18

percentage points less likely to vote in a local elections although they do appear to

vote similarly to SKs in national elections.

The fourth column of Table 2 presents average effects estimates based on subjects’

answers to nine questions about their political participation. For each of these activ-

ities they were given a score of one if they reported participating and zero otherwise

creating nine different dichotomous measures of political participation. Across these

nine indicators, defectors were about 0.12 standard deviations less likely to self-report

participating in the activities on average, but this effect is not significantly different
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Table 2: Political participation of North Korean defectors

Avg. Effect
Lab: Survey: Survey: Survey: All
Signed Voted Voted Political Four
Petition National Local Participation Measures

DPRK (β̂1) -0.0332 -0.211∗ -0.174+ -0.119 -0.220+

(0.775) (0.020) (0.067) (0.322) (0.053)

Years since 0.00520 0.0156∗ -0.000265 0.00179 0.00756

arrival (β̂2) (0.429) (0.005) (0.962) (0.811) (0.274)

β̂1 + 12× β̂2 0.0291 -0.0239 -0.177∗ -0.0975 -0.129∗

(0.682) (0.550) (0.002) (0.193) (0.049)
N 368 368 368 368 368
adj. R2 -0.003 0.103 0.068

p-values in parentheses + p < 0.10, ∗ p < 0.05

from zero and it dissipates slightly over time. A defector who had spent twelve years in

South Korea was almost ten percent of a standard deviation less likely to participate

with a p-value of 19 percent.

Finally in the fifth column we estimated the average effect across all four of these

measures. NKs were about 22 percent of a standard deviation less likely to participate

than native SKs and this effect is significant at the 5.3-percent level. It dissipates over

time but even after twelve years NKs were almost 13 percent of a standard deviation

less likely to participate in these ways than SKs were, an that is significantly different

from zero at the 4.9-percent level. Overall, then, the conventional wisdom is supported

by these results—NKs are less participatory in politics than SKs are. These results

were particularly pronounced in (self-reported) voting.

Another important element of democratic political participation that we study is

policy discussion and deliberation (Manin, 1987; Myers and Mendelberg, 2013). In

Table 3 we turn to the topic of NKs participation in political discussions. We used

both self-reported behavior from a survey and observed behavior in our two discussion

topics in the lab. The results show notable reticence of NKs to engage in political
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discussions.

Finding 2 NKs engage in less public democratic deliberation than SKs.

This finding supports hypothesis 2.

The first column reports coefficients from responses to the question about how often

subjects participated in a political discussion with other Koreans over the past year.

We used five point scale from one (never) to five (very frequently). On average North

Korean defectors’ responses were almost one full point on that five-point scale below

their South Korean counterparts. This difference was less pronounced for defectors who

had spent more time in South Korea as shown by the coefficient in the second row of

the table, but even this coefficient indicates that a defector would have to spend some

30 years in South Korean before their responses would be equivalent to the average

South Korean’s. The linear combination in the third row shows that even a defector

who had spent the median number of years in South Korea (twelve) still scored a half

point less on this scale than SKs did and this difference is highly significant.

Table 3: Participation in political discussion

Avg. Effect
Survey: Lab: Lab: All
Political COVID Balloon Three
Discussion Discussion Discussion Measures

DPRK (β̂1) -0.963∗ -0.224+ -0.0157 -0.498∗

(0.000) (0.071) (0.901) (0.003)

Years since 0.0351∗ 0.00636 -0.00793 0.0110

arrival (β̂2)) (0.013) (0.353) (0.251) (0.231)

β̂1 + 12× β̂2 -0.542∗ -0.148∗ -0.111 -0.366∗

(0.000) (0.044) (0.143) (0.000)
N 368 368 368 368
adj. R2 0.072 0.111 0.061

p-values in parentheses
+ p < 0.10, ∗ p < 0.05
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The next two sets of estimates use our observations during the subjects’ discussion

in the lab. The second column in 3 present results using the data on the COVID discus-

sion. and the third column presents results using the data from the ballon discussion.

The dependent variable in these results takes on a value of one if the subject talked at

all during the discussion and zero if they did not. We estimates the coefficients with

a linear probability model. The results in the second column, which are significant at

about the seven percent level, show that the probability that a defector would talk in

these sessions was about 22 percentage points lower than it was for South Koreans.

This difference was reduced for each additional year a NK spent in South Korea but

even after twelve year NKs were almost 15 percentage points less likely to speak at

all as shown by the linear combination in the third row. The results for the balloon

discussion, listed in the third column, do not show any significant differences between

the propensity for NKs and SKs to speak. The estimated difference is only about 1.6

percent for a newly arrived NK. Unlike the other estimates in this table the coefficient

on the interaction term was negative, but one should not read too much into these

results. The p-values are on all of the coefficients in this specification are high, so the

results are statistically zero.

Finally, the fourth column present the average effect across all three of these mea-

sures. It shows that North Koreans were almost half of a standard deviation less likely

to participate in a discussion (either in the lab or self-reported) than South Koreans

were. This effect does not appear to change much with the North Koreans time in

South Korea. As indicated in the linear combination in the last row and column of

the table NKs were sill over 36 percent of a standard deviation less participatory even

after being in the country for twelve years. North Koreans willingness to engage in

political discussions does not seem to improve with time in South Korea. Even after

a fair amount of time in South Korea NKs are finding it difficult to participate in

democratic deliberation compared to their SK counterparts. Again, the conventional

wisdom is supported. NKs are unwilling to engage political discussions than SKs are.

28



We have established that NKs are less politically engaged in SKs according to our

measures of political participation. We next turn to the question of diagnosis with an

eye toward developing a cure. There are two kinds of diagnoses in the literature. The

first is that NKs lack social capital (have low s(ni) in our terminology. Lacking social

capital—norms and the social networks that support them—NKs do not comply with

democratic participatory norms, or so the argument goes.

Recall that we measure compliance with social norms of altruism, trust and con-

tribution to the public good with three behavioral activities in the lab and with with

survey questions about the subjects’ participation in other public goods activities in

their communities.

Finding 3 NKs are similarly compliant with the social norms of altruism, trust and

contribution to public goods as SKs.

Thus we can reject hypothesis 3

We measured subjects’ networks with survey questions about the groups they belong

to. The results indicate that NKs are not significantly lacking in social capital compared

to SKs.

Finding 4 NKs are similarly sized social networks as SKs.

This finding is inconsistent with hypothesis 4

None of the the three coefficients on the defector indicator are remotely significantly

different from zero. Furthermore the coefficient on the defectors’ years since arrival in

South Korean show that their social capital improves with time spent in South Korea.

The combined effects of these two coefficients for a defector who had spent 12 years in

South Korea are presented in Table 4. The median number of years since arrival is 12.

In short, even North Korean who recently defected are statistically indistinguishable

from native South Korean in terms of social capital and, for the median defector belong

to significantly more groups than our South Korean subjects.
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Table 4: Social capital of North Korean defectors compared to native South Koreans

Average Effects Estimates
Lab: Survey: Survey:
Social Civic Member-
Norms Particip. ships

DPRK (β̂1) -0.0440 -0.108 0.00952
(0.738) (0.446) (0.926)

Years since 0.0110 0.0171+ 0.0107+

arrival (β̂2) (0.125) (0.058) (0.082)

β̂1 + 12× β̂2 0.0879 0.0979 0.138∗

(0.312) (0.308) (0.047)
N 368 368 368
p-values in parentheses + p < 0.10, ∗ p < 0.05

Together, Findings 3 and 4 indicate that NKs do not lack social capital compared to

SK and suggest NKs lack of political participation may be due to other reasons.

The second possible reason for NKs relative lack of political participation is weaker

innate preferences for democracy/ democratic attitudes, ui in our terminology. We

measure ui in four distinct ways: a survey question about respondents’ interest in

politics, respondents’ performance on a quiz to test their political knowledge, their

performance on an implicit association test (IAT) to measure their innate bias for

North Korea and against South Korea and respondents’ answers to survey questions

about the the pros and cons of democracy.

One way a lack of democratic attitudes may present is through a lack of interest

in democratic politics. We turn to this explanation in first column of Table 5. The

estimates show that North Korean defectors are significantly less interested in politics.

The political-interest dependent variable in this regression takes on values from one

(no interest) to five (very interested). The estimates suggest that a defector who just

arrived will express political interest over half a point less on this five-point scale than

a native South Korean. This effect dissipates over time spent in the country so at the

median number of years since arrival (twelve) a defector is about 0.26 points on that
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five-point scale less interested in politics than a native South Korean in our sample.

To summarize:

Finding 5 NKs have lower levels of political interest than SKs do.

This finding supports hypothesis 5.

Citizens with weak pro-democratic attitudes would be expected to spend less of their

scarce time learning about their democratic government, thus another way that lack

of pro-democratic attitudes may show up is as a low level of political knowledge. We

asked each subject nine questions. This variable is their number of correct responses.

“Don’t know” responses were counted as incorrect. A newly arrived NK answered

about one extra question incorrectly on this nine-question test. After twelve years in

the country NKs still answered over one-half of a question incorrectly on average than

SKs do.

Finding 6 NKs possess less political knowledge than SKs do.

This finding is consistent with hypothesis 6.

Table 5: Political interest, knowledge and efficacy of North Korean defectors

Avg. Effect:
Political Political Political
interest knowledge efficacy

DPRK (β̂1) -0.560∗ -0.986∗ 0.181
(0.005) (0.014) (0.264)

Years since 0.0250∗ 0.0330 -0.0057

arrival (β̂2) (0.024) (0.163) (0.554)

β̂1 + 12× β̂2 -0.260∗ -0.589∗ 0.113
(0.030) (0.004) (0.241)

N 368 368 368
adj. R2 0.046 0.110

p-values in parentheses + p < 0.10, ∗ p < 0.05
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Surprisingly, and contrary to our expectations, NKs do not feel particularly ineffica-

cious. Coefficients on average effects can be interpreted as a percentage of a standard

deviation of the dependent variables. The coefficients on both the zero-one DPRK

variable and its interaction with years in South Korean are substantively small and

they are statistically close to zero. This result is somewhat unexpected given NKs’

relative lack of political knowledge but some of it may be explained by their lack of

political interest—it is possible that they do not feel inefficacious about activities in

which they have little interest. An alternative explanation is NKs frame of comparison.

Even though they may have less political efficacy compared to SKs they have a great

deal more political efficacy than they did in North Korea.26 These interpretations are

speculative, and we must reject Hypothesis 7:

Finding 7 NKs have express similar levels of political efficacy as SKs.

Finally we turn to more direct measures of democratic attitudes: the IAT and

survey of anti-democratic opinions. The densities of the IAT scores for North Korean

defectors and native South Koreans are shown in Figure 4. One can observe from

visual inspection that the density for native South Koreans is more negatively skewed

than is the one for defectors. The results in the first column of table 6 corroborate this

first impression. North Korean defectors exhibited a significant implicit bias against

South Korea. Their score was 0.552 lower, a very large difference comprising about

one third of the total span of the measure. This bias dissipates over time as shown by

the estimate β̂2 in the second row but it apparently does so quite slowly. Even after

12 years defectors still show a significant implicit bias of almost 0.4 in favor of North

Korea. In summary:

26This explanation is consistent with previous studies showing that migration experience increases indi-
viduals’ knowledge and confidence in dealing with complex situations (Pantoja and Segura, 2003; Williams
and Baláž, 2005). See also Johns, Langer and Peters (2022), who show that migrants can act as agents of
transnational justice.
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Figure 4: Kernel density plots of IAT scores for North and South Koreans

Finding 8 NKs have significantly less implicit bias in favor of South Korea than SKs

do.

This finding supports hypothesis 8.

Table 6: Implicit bias for North Korea and anti-democratic opinions

Avg. Effect
Lab: Survey:
IAT Anti-democratic

Opinions

DPRK (β̂1) -0.552∗ 0.469∗

(0.000) (0.002)

Years since 0.0130∗ -0.0151+

arrival (β̂2) (0.019) (0.066)

β̂1 + 12× β̂2 -0.395∗ 0.288∗

(0.000) (0.001)
N 368 368
adj. R2 0.188

p-values in parentheses, + p < 0.10, ∗ p < 0.05
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For the estimates in the second column of Table 6 we used subjects’ responses to the

eight questions about their level of agreement with statements about democracy from

one (strongly agree) to four (strongly disagree). The responses were coded so that anti-

democratic responses were always higher. The results indicate that NKs’ agreement

with anti-democratic statements (or disagreement with pro-democratic ones) were al-

most fifty percent of a standard deviation higher than that of native South Koreans.

This effect is substantively large, at the high end of a “medium” effect by Coen’s d

and it is highly significant statistically. As in other estimates in this study these dif-

ferences dissipated over the course of the defectors’ time in South Korea but as shown

by linear combination in the final row even after twelve years defectors agreed with

anti-democratic sentiments almost 29 percentage points of a standard deviation more

than SKs did and this difference has a p-value of 0.001. These results clearly indicate:

Finding 9 NKs have greater implicit bias toward North Korea than SKs do.

This finding is consistent with hypothesis 9.

7 Semi-structured interviews

Our empirical results show that North Korean defectors do not lack social capital:

they display prosocial norms, trust, and cooperative behavior comparable to those of

native South Koreans. Instead, the central barrier to their democratic integration lies

in limited familiarity with democratic attitudes, as reflected in their low political in-

terest, weak political knowledge, and stronger anti-democratic orientations. Building

on this pattern, we conducted semi-structured interviews to understand why many de-

fectors remained silent during the discussion games, which were designed to measure

a core democratic attitude and behavior: deliberative participation. Deliberative par-

ticipation—expressing and sharing one’s political views in public—is a foundational

democratic competency that supports meaningful civic engagement. The interviews
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therefore allow us to identify the factors that underpin defectors’ reluctance to speak

in these democratic discussion settings.

Age group Silent participants Active participants

20-39 years N=3 (A1, A2, A3) N=2 (B1, B2)

40-59 years N=3 (A4, A5, A6) N=2 (B3, B4)

60 years + N=3 (A7, A8, A9) N=2 (B5, B6)

Total N=9 N=6

Table 7: Summary of interviewees by age group and discussion participation: Interviewees
were selected on the basis of their age group and their level of participation during the
discussions. Silent participants did not speak at any point, whereas active participants
contributed at least twice during the discussion.

Silent participants frequently cited their experiences in North Korea as a primary

reason for their reluctance to speak during the discussions. Interviewees (A1, A2, A7)

referred to Saenghwal Chonghwa (group criticism) sessions, where individuals were

required to confess personal failings or denounce others, followed by collective criticism.

For instance, one interviewee (A2) explained: “The ‘discussions’ we had in North Korea

were completely different. If someone said something, you had to criticize it. Even if

you didn’t want to speak, they’d call your name, drag you up front, and make you

insult your friends. There was always a ‘correct’ answer, and if you didn’t say it, you’d

be criticized no matter what. There was no need for my own opinion, and if I said

something different, I’d get pulled into ideological ‘re-education.’ Those experiences

made me feel an almost physical fear of speaking up.”

Other interviewees also mentioned ideological indoctrination (A3, A7) and surveil-

lance (A5, A6, A7) as reasons for their reluctance to actively engage in group discussion.

One interviewee (A3) emphasized that years of ideological indoctrination in North Ko-

rea impaired individuals’ capacity for critical thinking and habituated them to passive

compliance, ultimately discouraging voluntary participation in open discussion: “After

undergoing years of indoctrination, people don’t really think critically about their soci-
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ety. Instead, they’re used to simply following whatever is dictated to them, so they’re

not accustomed to voluntarily expressing personal opinions.” Other interviewees (A5,

A6, A7) cited past and ongoing surveillance by the North Korean regime as a reason

for their reluctance to speak in public settings.

However, a more fundamental issue is that not only do many defectors hold negative

perceptions of discussion itself, but there appears to be little to no normative founda-

tion for democratic deliberation and public discourse within the defector community.

Silent participants commonly believe that discussion in a democracy is symbolic, per-

formative, and a source of conflict (A1 to A9). Defectors frequently describe discussion

using terms like “fights” or “conflicts” and exhibit little respect for pluralism or tol-

erance of divergent viewpoints. As one participant (A5) explained, “I feel particularly

uneasy when I hear views that don’t match mine. I believe that everyone from North

Korea should hate North Korea, so when I encounter people who don’t feel that way, I

can’t understand them and feel uncomfortable hearing those opinions.” Another partic-

ipant (A6) remarked, “I don’t think debates can really change someone else’s opinion.

Instead, people just keep pushing their own thoughts, and you never know where it’s

going to end—it feels like it has to be cut off at some point... Different views don’t

really change.” These statements reflect a broader belief that discussion rarely leads to

meaningful change and reveal a lack of normative commitment to pluralism or demo-

cratic tolerance in deliberation.

Critical evidence for the absence of deliberative norms among North Korean defec-

tors emerges from participants’ reflections on the prospect of engaging in discussion

with South Koreans. When asked whether they would be more or less likely to partic-

ipate actively in a discussion with South Koreans rather than with fellow defectors, all

but one interviewee (A8) stated that they would be more willing to do so. Participants

commonly justified their answers by emphasizing what they perceived as South Kore-

ans’ democratic education, civic competence, and ability to engage in reasoned debate.

This perception reflects a broader absence of shared deliberative norms that support
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mutual respect, open dialogue, and collective reasoning among defectors themselves.

Notably, multiple interviewees echoed a common perception that South Koreans are

better equipped for discussion than fellow defectors. This view reinforces the earlier

finding that many defectors see themselves as lacking the deliberative norms and civic

competencies necessary for meaningful engagement. One interviewee (A1) explained,

“South Koreans naturally engage in conversations and listen well. They’ve also had

many opportunities to present their views and are familiar with these kinds of discus-

sions, so I think they have a sense of leadership. If South Koreans lead and guide the

discussions, I think I could participate more comfortably than when only defectors are

having discussions.” Another interviewee (A2) noted, “South Koreans already have the

basic groundwork for doing discussions — they’ve learned a lot and tend to listen to

whatever someone says, so conversations go smoothly. But North Koreans aren’t like

that — if they don’t agree with what you’re saying, they immediately criticize, and

when they talk, they just state their opinions without listening to the other side.”

In fact, although active participants (B1 to B6) expressed generally positive views

on discussion and demonstrated some internalization of democratic deliberation norms,

they also indicated that they would be more likely to participate actively in discussions

with native SKs than with fellow defectors. The NKs we interviewed reasoned that

SKs, having grown up under democratic institutions, are more adept at respectful and

constructive dialogue than defectors, who remain shaped by more rigid and confronta-

tional discussion norms. One interviewee (B2) noted, “South Koreans, even when their

opinions are different, at least try to listen to what others have to say. Maybe this

is because South Koreans receive democratic education from a young age, so they’re

capable of having their own thoughts and also of listening to others’ views.” Another

interviewee (B3) contrasted this with defectors, explaining, “Defectors have a very rigid

way of thinking. On the other hand, South Koreans grew up with democracy and have

experienced it, so they tend to respect ‘diversity.’ But defectors are often used to a

very critical mindset, always pointing out faults or criticizing, and they struggle to
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accept diversity.”

The interview results indicate that democratic deliberation–related attitudes and

behaviors have not been internalized within the defector community, largely due to

the enduring effects of authoritarian socialization. Years of ideological indoctrination,

compulsory “group criticism” sessions, and pervasive surveillance conditioned defectors

to associate political expression with risk and disagreement with deviance, fostering

avoidance and rigid conformity rather than voluntary expression, reciprocal discussion,

or tolerance for divergent views. As a consequence, defectors continue to rely on pre-

defection political interaction norms—viewing discussion as conflictual, performative,

or futile and perceiving themselves as less competent than South Koreans in democratic

dialogue—leaving them without the attitudinal foundations or behavioral repertoires

required for intragroup deliberation, collective interest articulation, and meaningful

democratic integration.

8 Conclusion

We have presented a comparison of political participation of 189 North Korean defectors

(NKs) compared to 179 native South Koreans (SKs). NKs participate significantly less

in democratic politics than SKs do.

While we obviously cannot experimentally control subjects’ stocks of social capi-

tal, it would be hard to explain NKs’ relative dearth of political participation with a

shortage of social capital defined as pro-social norms and the social networks that sup-

port them. NKs comply with civic norms like contributing to public goods, trust and

altruism similarly to SKs and they are as socially networked, by our measures, as SKs

are. While we do not know if NKs political participation would have been even lower

had they not possessed the level of social capital that they did, these results at least

raise questions about the famously hypothesized link (Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti,

1993) between social capital and political participation as a possible explanation for
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NKs lack of democratic political integration.

Instead NKs lack democratic political attitudes, which we measured through both

survey questions and behavioral laboratory measurements. They are neither interested

in nor informed about politics to the same extent as SK, and they express greater

agreement with anti-democratic statements in survey. An implicit association test

revealed a significant bias in favor of North Korea and against South Korea, even

many years after their defection. While fostering democratic norms among the North

Korean defector community may help improve their democratic participation, those

norms will have to work harder than they do for their South Korean counterparts in

order to overcome the enduring ambivalence to politics instilled by their upbringing in

North Korea.

Although our analysis examines only those defectors who successfully resettled in

South Korea, they represent a politically selected subset of the North Korean pop-

ulation—individuals who left primarily to escape repression and threats to personal

safety. Such migrants might reasonably be expected to show greater openness to po-

litical engagement than individuals who remain in North Korea, making their limited

democratic participation especially noteworthy. Ongoing follow-up research comparing

defectors with those who remain inside North Korea will further clarify how political

selection shapes democratic integration. For the present study, however, the patterns

we document already illustrate how strongly authoritarian socialization can continue

to influence democratic attitudes and behavior long after resettlement.

One is reminded of the words of the Soviet poet, musician and reform activist Bulat

Okudzhava who remarked in 1989

During the past 70 years, a new man has been created who is obedient and

easily frightened. What has been created over decades cannot be undone in

a day (quoted in Isaacson 1989).

It would seem that there is some truth to this statement even for the dauntless North
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Korean defectors in our sample.
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How Migration to Autocracies Shapes Migrants’ Support for Democracy.” World

Politics 78(1):1–47.

Gaikwad, Nikhar, Kolby Hanson and Aliz Tóth. 2025. “HowMigrating Overseas Shapes
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