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Executive Summary

1. Introduction

The research sought to gain further understanding of the needs of the local Korean
community in Kingston. It seeks to recommend measures, or initiatives for the
Council, its partners and the community to take in order to promote the wellbeing of
communities.

The Equalities and Community Engagement Team (currently the Community
Development Team) have been working with the Korean community for over 10 years
through a range of projects, for example, mental health and wellbeing projects,
hosting health and social information in the Korea Post and health days. In addition
to this, the council hosted its first Korean Link Worker, a project funded by the
European Integration Fund between October 2013 and June 2015. The research
builds on the insight gained in these projects.

The research will inform the Council’s Joint Strategic Needs Assessment (JSNA).
Research methods consisted of a mixture of focus groups and interviews, with
professionals and service providers, North Korean community members and South
Korean community members.

2. North and South: Different Contexts and Needs

The Korean community is not a unified or homogenous community. North and South
Korean communities interface, but have differing cultures, and their needs are shaped
by their very different immigration histories, different social and economic
circumstances.

One of the overall conclusions to emerge from this study is that the North Korean
community is much more vulnerable than the South Korean community. Given their
more recent arrival and the fact the population is mainly composed of refugee and
asylum seekers this perhaps their needs are often more acute than the needs of the
South Korean community.

The different circumstances shaping the lives of Kingston’s North and South Korean
population are the most significant to take into account when devising engagement
strategies.

3. The Language Barrier

One of the major concerns and barriers identified by participants in this research is
the immense language barrier experienced by Koreans in Kingston. This is also a big
contributor to a plethora of other concerns, informing every aspect of our participants’
lives. Many participants reported, that it took them longer to learn English than other
migrants, that they relied on interpreters for longer than expected, but also had
difficulty accessing interpreters.



4. A Sense of Belonging

The majority of participants answered this question positively. The felt that the UK
was ‘welcoming’, ‘open and tolerant’ and Kingston was ‘safe’, ‘had nice green
spaces’, ‘good schools and children’s activities. All participants also expressed their
appreciation of ‘the efforts of the council to help them settle in Kingston’.

However many also described how much hard work they needed to put in to fitting in
and understanding how ‘society works’ in UK. They reported that they wanted to be
part of UK society but because of the language barrier, and because social practices
and habits were not always easy to decipher, this was hard work. In some cases this
was isolating and had an impact on mental health.

5. Making Ends Meet

Poverty was a particular concern amongst the North Korean residents. All North
Korean reported that they struggled to make ends meet or even had difficulty with
basic subsistence. These difficulties can be seen in the context of a) language barrier,
b) negotiating an unfamiliar system c) restrictions imposed by participants’
immigration status. Single mothers and older residents were identified as in particular
need.

6. Access to Housing

Many North Korean participants Struggled to access and pay for accommodation.
Here again the impact was particularly bad on the older generation and single
mothers. These daily struggles to which their seemed to be no solution affected their
sense of well-being. Many already had traumatic journeys behind them, but having
arrived here their uncertain living conditions prevented some from and developing a
sense of stability and belonging.

7. Education, Children and Young People

Participants emphasised the importance of education and activities for children more
generally. They were generally happy with education and schools and felt that
children’s activities in the borough and schools were very good. For many the
reputation of Kingston’s schools had been another motivating factor in moving to
Kingston. Participants also appreciated the efforts their schools made to support their
children and engage with the Korean Community.

Whilst participants were generally very positive about their experience with schools
and education, respondents reported that they did not always ‘understand the
system’ and were not sure where to access information about ‘how it works’,
particularly when they first arrived.

One of the areas of concern our research highlighted is that despite the availability of
activities for young people and children, North Korean families were often not able to
access these. This was either as a result of the language barrier or often as a result
of the cost.

Professionals, service providers and those working in the community raised some
concern over the safeguarding of children, in part as a result of ‘different parenting
styles’, and in part linked to the context of trauma.
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8. Health

Both North and South Koreans, reported difficulty accessing health care, partly as a
result of the language barrier and partly because they were unfamiliar with the system.
Here again North Koreans’ need was starker, as they lacked the economic means to
‘opt out’ - i.e. to travel back to Korea or access private health care as many of South
Korean participants reported doing.

9. Immigration, Poverty and Mental Health

Many North Koreans’ needs and concerns were first and foremost shaped by issues
around immigration and immigration status. This of course included the mental
impact of the stress caused by uncertainty over immigration status and the trauma
from emigrating from North Korea.

In addition to stress and uncertainty over visa applications, participants also
described the stress caused by the restrictions placed on their lives as a result of their
status: i.e. their inability to work, study or generally move on with their lives. The
importance of not working here went beyond the fact that they did not earn a living,
but also meant they were ‘standing still’ and ‘not moving forward’.

Many North Korean residents and particularly the older generation reported feeling
very isolated. They not only found themselves with any family support networks but
also lacked the economic means of maintaining or creating networks. These
experiences have a clear impact on mental health issues. Many North Korean
residents openly talked about the fact that ‘we are all depressed’.

10. Accessing Mental Health

Professionals and service providers raised concerns about the fact that Koreans are
generally underrepresented in mental services. This underrepresentation is despite
the fact that certain proportions of the Korean population face quite acute issues with
a clear impact on mental health.

Our research found that this underrepresentation is the result of a mixture of factors
which include: the belief that mental health issues are the symptom of wider problems
(and it’s the problems that need to be solved), cultural attitudes around mental health,
unfamiliarity with the health system, and a reliance on interpreters which makes
counselling difficult.

11. Avenues of Support

Both the South and North Korean community reported some difficulty with accessing
information, formal channels of support and relied more on informal networks, or on
community internal organisations. Here again the need is starkest amongst the North
Korean community.

12. Recommendations
Based on the findings of our research, this report makes recommendation across the
following areas:

e Focus on the needs of the North Korean community & vulnerable groups
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Overcoming language barriers
Accessing services
Young people and education

Cultural Engagement



1. Introduction

The research for this report was carried
out by Dr Heidi Seetzen (Faculty of Arts
and Social Sciences, Kingston
University) and Dr Carlie Goldsmiths
(North Social Research Ltd). Focus
groups were supported by Ellie Cooke
(Community  Development  Team,
Royal Borough of Kingston). Sampling
and participation was supported by
Nighat Taimuri (Community
Development Team, Royal Borough of
Kingston). The data was analysed and
the report is authored by Dr Seetzen.

Dr Seetzen and Dr Goldsmith have
previously conducted similar research
in the Royal Borough of Kingston and
bring historical expertise to this
project.

Aims

The research sought to gain further
understanding of the needs of the local
Korean community in Kingston. It
seeks to recommend measures, or
initiatives for the Council, its partners
and the community to take in order to
promote the wellbeing of communities.
The research will inform the Council’s
Joint Strategic Needs Assessment
(JSNA).

Who is the research about?

The demographics that were covered -
South and North Korean populations of
Kingston are two distinct groups which
interface but have differing needs and
cultures to be sensitive to.

The South Korean community

The South Korean community in the
Kingston borough is over 5,000 strong
according to the census but
community leaders have informed
officers their perception is it is ‘15,000
strong’.

The community has been well
established well over 30 years. It has a
thriving business community. In the
past it has been mainly transient, but
those working with the community
suggest that this pattern is now
changing. Those who are permanently
settled in the UK are, in the main,
affluent. It is believed there is a high
student population.

The community is well organised with
internal infrastructure and community
services which are, in the main, taken
up within the Korean community.
Previous year’s community work with
Koreans in the borough revealed South
Koreans will often pay privately for
health care and anecdotal evidence
has informed professionals in both
social care and mental health services,
South Korean families tend to return to
their home country when they can if
there are serious health or social care
concerns. The research has been able
to confirm and further explore these
impressions.

The North Korean community

The North Korean population is a much
more recent arrivals in Kingston.
Service providers estimated that North
Koreans started arriving in the borough
around 2006.



The North Korean population is mainly
made up of refugees and asylum
seekers. In 2016, Refugee Action
Kingston was supporting clients from
78 different countries. The largest
numbers of Refugee Action Clients
came from North Korea (there were
314 registered North Koreans).
Representatives of the North Korean
community estimate that the North
Korean community is about 500
strong.

Previous projects and background
The Equalites and Community
Engagement Team (currently the
Community Development Team) have
been working with the Korean
community for over 10 years through a
range of projects, for example, mental
health and wellbeing projects, hosting
health and social information in the
Korea Post and health days.

In addition to this, the council hosted
its first Korean Link Worker, a project
funded by the European Integration
Fund between October 2013 and June
2015. The aims of this project were to
reduce health inequalities and improve
health and wellbeing around
addressing integration and feeling
safe. Over 180 Dbeneficiaries
benefitted from the project and the
involvement of 31 volunteers.

The fund criteria only allowed the
project to focus on newly arrived
migrants, which meant that refugees
and asylum seekers and men were
excluded. The project was targeted at
newly arrived female migrants as they
were considered to be the most
vulnerable group within the
community. Anyone outside the target
group was also welcomed and
signposted to other advice or support
agencies.

Other dedicated posts, such as the
Korean engagement and support
worker with Hestia was also recruited
to work with the Korean community
around domestic violence. For a
limited time, the Metropolitan Police in
Kingston seconded an Officer as
Korean Engagement Officer. Both of
the above initiatives have also come to
an end

Literature and previous research

Themes that informed the design of
focus groups and interviews were
drawn up following a review of
previous relevant studies and projects:

Davidson, J. Huqg, H. Rupa & Seetzen,
H. (2010) Towards engaging with and
understanding three BME communities
in  Kingston: identity, interaction,
belonging and belief. (Project Report)
Kingston upon Thames, U.K.: Kingston
University. 82 p.

Goldsmith, C. (2015). Living Lives, and
Building Futures: Refugee, Asylum
Seeker and Migrant Needs
Assessment, Royal Borough of
Kingston: Refugee Action Kingston

Tamuri, N. (2015) Korean Link Worker
Project: Evaluation Report, Royal
Borough of Kingston

Taimuri, N. (2015) Korean Link W Royal
Borough of Kingston, Royal Borough of
Kingston

Research Methods

These consisted of a mixture of focus
groups and interviews, with
professionals and service providers,
North Korean community members
and South Korean  community
members. Focus  groups  with
professionals were held at Kingston
University. Drop-in community
workshops and focus groups were
advertised in Korean Newspapers and



held at the New Malden Methodist
Church.

Engagement with Korean community
for this was initially difficult and the first
community workshops were not well
attended. In this context further focus
groups and interviews were organised
through individual contacts and
snowball-sampling. Additional focus
groups and group interviews were held
at Refugee Action Kingston, Local
Korean Restaurants, the New Malden
Methodist Church Cafe, and
individually arranged locations.

In addition to this the research team
Engagement was also boosted
through questionnaires and short
interviews at a communities’ stall at the
New Malden farmers’ market.

Our research engaged with a total of 98
participants, through focus groups,
interviews and questionnaires. The
following represents a breakdown of
these:

3 focus groups with professionals and
services providers (total of 22
participants  (representing  Korean
community organisations and groups,
child protection, children’s services,
health services, maternity services, the
fire service, mental health services,
schools education,

4 focus groups/interviews with the
North Korean  community (25
participants)

5 focus groups/group interviews with
the South Korean community (19
participants)

13 interviews with professionals and
services providers (representing
education, health, mental health,
culture Korean culture events, Korean
newspaper, Korean School and
Korean community centre, Language
schools) (14 participants)

18 short interviews/questionnaires with
Koreans in New Malden (Farmers’
Market)

Time-frame

Data for the project was gathered
between June 2017 and September
2017.

Interpretation

Thank you to the interpreters from the
Kingston Interpreting Service, KIS, as
well as volunteers that stepped in to
interpret on numerous occasions. Their
language skills and sensitivity to the
context helped make this research
possible.

Quotations and participants’ stories
The report contains anonymous
extracts from interviews and focus
groups, both for the purpose of
illustration but also to let participants’
stories and experiences - which are at
the heart of the project - shine through.

As many interviews and focus groups
were conducted with the help of
translators these stories are
sometimes told in the third person. In
order to preserve the authenticity, the
translations have not been amended.



2. North and South: Different Contexts

and Needs

As noted in the introduction, the
Korean community is not a unified or
homogenous community. It includes
two distinct groups who interface, but
have differing cultures, and whose

needs are shaped by their very
different immigration histories,
different social and economic

circumstances.

In addition to the South and North
Korean residents, participants in the
research also identified as Chinese
Koreans (North Koreans who had
established themselves in China prior
migrating to the UK). Although
numbers are not known, service
providers and professionals working in
the community estimated that their
presence was not very significant (“a
tiny proportion”).
North Koreans the most
vulnerable

One of the overall conclusions to
emerge from this study is that the
North Korean community is much more
vulnerable than the South Korean
community. Given their more recent
arrival and the fact the population is
mainly composed of refugee and
asylum seekers this perhaps their
needs are often more acute than the
needs of the South Korean community.

are

Although engagement with the North
Korean community has progressed
significantly since our last piece of
research (carried by the university in
2010), North Koreans feel much more
‘out of place’, excluded or ‘invisible’.
They are also much less likely to
engage with local services or make use
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of local community facilities, even if
these are directed explicitly at the
Korean community.

A number of professionals commented
that the different needs of these
communities and the different barriers
they face, make devising a
comprehensive engagement strategy
very difficult.

Others reported that this difficulty is
compounded by the fact that service
provision rarely distinguishes between
North and South Korean clients or
patients. Whilst those working closely
with the community are aware of the
different contexts, needs and indeed
tensions between the communities,
they are not always widely
acknowledged or taken into account
by service providers. And sometimes
there is an: “Attempt to engage with
the Korean community as a whole,
rather than acknowledging the

differences and tailoring engagement.”

This report highlights where the North
Korean community faces more
particular and acute needs.



Difficulties engaging the North
Korean community: Immigration
context

One of the biggest barriers to engaging
with the North Korean community (and
this is where their needs differ
substantially), is the fear many have of
‘being sent back’. Many are therefore
wary of engaging with officials or
council representatives or any situation
where they are asked to give
information about their background.
Indeed in organising focus groups,
some participants sought

reassurances concerning the focus of
the research and anonymity of the
findings.

This fear was particularly a barrier
when engaging with service, which
were required to measure and prove
outcomes. One example that was
given was the European Link Worker
project, funded by the European
Integration, and externally imposed
requirement of the project was to
provide evidence of engagement, by
recording passport details - a
requirement that provided a significant
barrier to engagement:
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The South Korean Community:
Changing patterns of residency

Whilst the South Korean community
was less vulnerable and their needs
less acute, the research nevertheless
identified a number of areas of need
(around language, social barriers to

engagement and accessing local
services). It is worth noting that some
of these needs have taken on an
increased importance as a result of
changing immigration patterns.

Previous research reports identified
the South Korean population as
relatively transient: a mainly expat
community many of whom would
eventually return to Korea. There is
evidence to suggest that this is now
changing. Professionals and service
providers working in the community
argued that this profile is now changing
and that the South Korean community
is becoming more settled. They were
“no longer seeing the turnover of ten
years ago” and community had
become “more static”.

This change was also reflected in the
profile of focus groups participants,
which only included a few short-term
residents and expats. Many had been
here between 5 & 10 years, and the
majority intended to stay.

North & South: differences and
tensions

The majority of participants agreed that
the relationship between the North
Korean and South Korean community
was not straightforward, but was
complicated by the wider political
context, the inevitable cultural
differences that have emerged



between two countries that have been
divided for more than 60 years and the
very different socio-economic situation
these communities find themselves.

Indeed a few participants observed the
‘oddness’ of suddenly inhabiting the
same space and being grouped
together, given the long and hostile
division between the two countries.

Cultural differences

Participants also described how as a
result of this situation the two
communities have effectively grown
apart.
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Social and economic differences

Differences were not always cultural,
but inflected by the different
immigration history and economic
status of North Koreans and South
Koreans. Many North Koreans move to
Kingston because of its pre-existing
Korean community. Many find work in
Korean restaurants, work as
childminders or au pairs for South
Korean families, and use or want to use
the local Korean schools to educate
their children (see also chapter 5,
‘Making Ends Meet: Poverty in the
North Korean community’). These
socio-economic  differences  also

informed the sense of division.

A more complicated identity: feeling
out of place

For some, this division meant that they
not always felt welcome in what might
be called South Korean spaces. In
particular, because many felt that given
their more complicated relationship to
their country of origin they could not lay
claim as easily to a Korean identity.




North Koreans can feel
excluded

What is interesting to note here is that
some North Koreans that because they
sometimes felt doubly excluded. To
the extent that there was an effort to
include Koreans, such attempts often
seemed to favour South Korean

doubly

residents, as they were better able to
communicate.

Tailored engagement

In conversations with professionals
many stressed the possible benefits of
a specific North Korean engagement
strategy, particularly as a few
professionals reported that because
they often feel marginalised, their North
Korean clients preferred classes or
groups dedicated to the North Korean
community:

Significantly the beginnings for this
have already been developed across a
number of projects, although due to
funding restrictions some are are no
longer able to operate:

a) On a professional level, by for
example the services of the Refugee
Action Kingston, the Empower and
Inspire Project and the Korean
Information Centre.
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b) At a community level through the
work of North Korean community
groups like the European Alliance for
Human Rights in North Korea (now
winding down but a new one is being
founded) or Kingston’s Free NK.

Changing relationships

It is important to note that despite
ongoing differences and the
experience of marginalisation, there
has been positive change. Research
Kingston University conducted in 2010
(Davidson, Hug and Seetzen, 2010)
revealed a much harsher divide
between the two communities, and
found that in some cases North Korean
migrants were afraid to speak out in
church meetings and community
settings and  publicly  identify
themselves as North Korean. This is
now changing.

Participants felt that this was in part
simply a result of having more
opportunities to meet (in churches, at
the school gate). In addition they also
acknowledged the importance of
specific outreach work being done by
community organisations (such as the

language school or the Korean
Community Centre) and local
churches:




Community engagement: Where to
start when engaging a diverse
community?

The different circumstances shaping
the lives of Kingston’s North and South
Korean population are the most
significant to take into account when
devising engagement  strategies.
However these are not the only
differences that could complicate
engagement. Both communities are
also internally  diversified  and
represented through different
community organisation or church
groups.

It is important to note that at the time
of the research, there was an acute
awareness amongst professionals and
those working in the community of
tensions over representation within the
North Korean community, tensions
which had led to concerns reputation
and eventually a lawsuit.

Service providers reported that the
plethora of organisations and their
awareness of some tensions meant
they were unsure where to begin the
engagement process. They were not
always sure who to approach, and
“didn’t want to make the first
engagement the wrong one.”

One of the questions arising in
discussions with professionals and
service providers was: whether there
were particular community figureheads
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that represent and speak for the
community that information could be
passed too. The answer to this
question is that, unfortunately, like any
community or population the Korean
community in Kingston is relatively
splintered, which means that
engagement is likely to be more
successful if it goes through several
channels.



3. The Language Barrier

One of the major concerns and barriers
identified by participants in this
research is the immense language
barrier experienced by Koreans in
Kingston. This is also a big contributor
to a plethora of other concerns,
informing every aspect of our
participants’ lives (as will become
apparent through this report).

English and Korean are very different
languages and, as all participants
pointed out, English is very difficult to
learn for native Korean speakers.
Indeed many participants who had
been here for 10 years or more
admitted that they still struggled with
speaking English and many
participants reported that despite
seeming fluent when communicating in
writing (e.g. through email), they felt
more comfortable with an interpreter in
face-to-face settings.

A barrier to social connections

Difficulty with speaking and
understanding  English  prevented
participants from forming social

connections with others in the UK.

Some also found that the language
barrier made it more difficult in general
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feel at home. In one focus group a
group of long-term residents (between
4-7 years), described how even though
they now feel more connect to UK than
Korea, the language barrier difficult to
follow UK current affairs, which creates
a distance to cultures.

Giving up

All participants described how hard it
was to participate in conversations and
establish social networks, so hard that
some reported giving up after a while:

The sheer number of Korean speakers
in Kingston made ‘retreating’ easier as
well. Although our participants had
wanted to form social connections
outside of the Korean community, the
linguistic difficulties associated with
this meant that many now spent most
of their time with other Koreans.

Professionals  working in the
community made similar observations.

Many of our participants described
being trapped in a vicious circle, aware
that in order to improve their everyday



English skills they needed to speak
English more regularly in their everyday
lives. However, this had been difficult
and once they had ‘given up’ it was
difficult to find an opening again.

The importance of speaking English
for parents and carers

The inability to effectively
communicate and form new social
networks in the UK was most acutely
felt by mothers and parents. Many saw
the development of social connections
in the UK as a vital part of fulfilling their
role as a parent.

Language barriers amongst North

Koreans: “we
disabled”

Whilst the language barrier is an issue
that affects Koreans across both
communities, it undoubtedly

constitutes a bigger barrier amongst

are language-
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the North Korean population. Whilst
South Korean migrants will have spent
several years studying English at
school prior to arriving in the UK, North
Korean refugees will have little or no
prior knowledge of English.

Professionals working in the
community that some of their North
Korean clients “can struggle with a
basic good morning”.  This further
marginalises North Koreans living in
Kingston. Many of our participants felt
that because they were not able to
speak the language they were
vulnerable in any situation simply

because ‘they cannot do anything’.

Feeling powerless

One frequently expressed frustration
associated with language barriers, was
the feeling of powerlessness.
Participants, in particular our North
Korean participants, reported feeling
powerless to seek help and support,
access information or to query
inconsistent information they received
from different organisation.

Accessing the right kind of help, many
felt could involve a degree of “detective
work”, where they had to find their way
through an unfamiliar system, weighing
up different kinds of advice and
information about services they might
be able to access. Examples of this



include being given contradictory
information, about qualifying for free
medication from the hospital and the
GP, about the availability of free school
meals, or indeed about the availability
of interpreters for different local
services.

Lacking the language skills to ask
questions and establish ‘how things
really work’ added to a general sense
of insecurity and stress.

Time frames are longer
Professionals and service providers
also identified language as one of the
biggest barriers to engagement and
often relied heavily on interpreters.

In particular many noted that it would
take their Korean clients longer to be
able to communicate in English, and
that they remained reliant on
interpreters for much longer.

Significantly, the difference in the time
it took to acquire a working knowledge
of English was something that our

Korean participants were acutely
aware of. Many reported that, even
though they objectively knew that
“learning English is harder if you’re
Korean”, seeing others being able to
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pick up the language more easily made
them feel less confident. | could also
make them reluctant to ask for help
and even led to some ‘giving up’,
altogether.

Many Koreans are
ESOL/language classes
There are a number of different ESOL
language classes (some of which are
free) available in Kingston: at children’s
centres, selected local churches,
Refugee Action Kingston and Kingston
College.

accessing

One of the questions that was asked
during focus groups with professionals
and service providers was: “If language
Classes are available — what’s stopping
people attending?”

The immediate answer to this is that
the majority of our participants are
already accessing language classes,
but are nevertheless still struggling
with the language barrier.

What can make accessing ESOL
classes difficult?

Nevertheless despite the fact that most
of our participants were working to
learn/improve  their  English, a
proportion did report difficulties
accessing classes. Here different
reasons were given or emerged in the
context of our conversations:

North Korean
struggling

1. Many of
participants

our
were



significantly with larger issues such as
relatively stark poverty, the
experience of isolation, depression
and other mental health issues.
These impacted on their activities more
generally. In some cases it prevented
them from engaging with the outside
world, including their motivation and
confidence to seek out and participate
in language classes.

2. Mothers with small children reported
finding it hard to organise childcare for
these sessions. They wanted to find
classes that allowed them to bring
children. A few classes like this had
been available through the local charity
LEAH (Learn English at Home), but this
was no longer available. Some
participants felt that it was only once
children had reached school age, that
they were able to access language
classes. At the same time participants
felt it was particularly important to be
able to learn English while the children
were young.

3. A few participants reported that they
found it difficult to access free classes,
as charities offering these had a long
waiting list.

4. Many of our participants found
accessing information about
language classes fragmented and
difficult to access, and asked if a
comprehensive list was available.

‘Pronunciation' and importance of
learning ‘spoken’ English

The language barrier is not simply a
result of limited participation in
language classes. Here there is need to
focus more closely on what linguistic
difficulties Koreans are facing.

Significantly, for many of our
participants their difficulties lay with
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spoken English and making oneself
understood in conversation.

Culture/Language

Another reason, that was given were
then the way certain cultural
differences inflected speech and
conversation.

Different provision for North and
South Korean residents?

In our interviews one professional
working closely with the North Korean
community reported that many of his

clients were reluctant to attend
language classes with South Koreans.

It was difficult to verify to what extent
this feeling was shared amongst
across the community. There is
evidence to suggest, however, that
North Korean residents were much
more likely to lack confidence and
often felt marginalised, within the
overall Korean population.



This lack of confidence is likely to be
particularly pronounced in the context
of language classes. North Koreans
often have little exposure to English in
the home country before arriving in the
UK and start from a much lower base.
Meanwhile South Koreans language
learning can build on several years of
formal language learning.

A higher language barrier amongst
North Korean men

If the language barrier was higher
amongst North Korean residents it was
particularly high amongst North
Korean men. In the experience of local
professionals, North Korean women,
and particularly mothers, even though
they struggled, were often better able
to communicate than their husbands.

In part this may be related to the fact
that, despite facing similar burdens, as
the primary carers North Korean
mothers felt more encouraged to
attend toddler groups and
communicate with education or health
professionals, ‘for the sake of the
children’.
Accessing mixed
experiences

Many of our participants (even if they
had been learning English for a long
time) did not feel confident in their
spoken English. As a result, for the vast
majority, access to interpreters was
seen as very important

Interpreters:

Respondents reported that they
particularly relied on interpreters when
attending medical appointments,
parent teacher meetings,
appointments at Jobcentre Plus, when
applying for social housing or ‘sorting
out immigration issues’.

Most of our participants, but not all
were aware that interpreters were
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available. Whilst respondents were
appreciative of the service we received
mixed reports concerning access and
availability. This will be discussed in
more detail in the relevant sections
below, but also included is a shorter
overview

GP Surgeries: Access to interpreters
was generally available. However
some participants had been
discouraged from booking a translator
by receptionists (on the basis of cost).
Others found that booking a translator
through the surgery made agreeing an
appointment time difficult. As aresult a
small number of participants reported
that they preferred to hire an interpreter
privately.

Hospital: We received mixed reports
on the availability of translation
services during hospital visits. Many
participants had been able to access
interpreters, a few reported access to
a telephone translation service (which
was not always without problems), and
some had not been able to access and
interpretation services.

A common concern expressed by our
participants, in this context was: “what
happens in case of emergencies?” It is
the understanding of the research
team, that the telephone interpretation
service is precisely designed for use in
emergencies. However, there seemed
to be little awareness of this amongst
our respondents.

School setting: We received mixed
reports. At Malden Manor,
communication was helped by the
presence of a Korean Language
assistant. At Burlington parents
reported access to an interpreter, in
other  settings Korean  parents
volunteered to help translate during
parent-teacher meetings.



Jobcentre Plus: Participants reported
they had no access whatsoever, and
had to hire interpreters or muddle
through. This was seen as either a
huge financial burden or incredibly
stressful.

Housing: Again, participants reported
they no access whatsoever, and had to
hire interpreters or muddle through.
This was seen as either a huge financial
burden or incredibly stressful.
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Interpretation and Confidentiality -
The need for interpretation (whilst
important) was in-itself often a barrier
to engagement, because it introduced
a third party into a private and sensitive
conversation. Moreover, interpreters
were often from the local community,
and participants were worried that
neighbours would know about private
affairs.



4. Sense of Belonging: An Unfamiliar

Society

We began our focus groups by posing
the question: - “How at home do you
feel in Kingston?” To put participants
at ease, but also to avoid imposing
researcher-led themes, and ensuring
that the research was, as far as
possible, participant led.

The majority of participants answered
this question positively. The felt that
the UK was ‘welcoming’, ‘open and
tolerant’ and Kingston was ‘safe’, ‘had
nice green spaces’, ‘good schools and
children’s activities. All participants
also expressed their appreciation of
‘the efforts of the council to help them
settle in Kingston’.

At the same time many participants
reported that they could not help
feeling torn between Korea and the UK
(A minority of long-term residents said
that they felt 100% connected here).
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The extent to which residents felt
connected often depended on the
length and intended length of their
stay. The majority of participants
considered themselves as residing in
the UK indefinite, for a few others their
stay was temporary).

Other reported that for everyday things
they were increasingly connected to
UK (such as the children’s education),
but for ‘big things like politics’, they still
feel more connected to Korea.

Social Geography: Kingston

Not all of our participants immediately
moved to Kingston, a significant
proportion had moved from other
towns and cities, or from North London
or Central London. Participants
reported moving to New Malden, or the
surrounding area for a number of
reasons. This included the presence of
Korean shops, Korean tutors and other
Koreans that provided a social support
network, as well as the boroughs
reputation for having good schools the
availability of green space and a good
range of children activities. A few
participants reported that they’d
moved to Kingston only after having
children.



To the extent that participants felt at
home in UK, they felt very much
connected to Kingston (rather than
London or the rest of the country)
Kingston was seen as ‘friendly’, ‘nice’
and ‘safe’. The presence of other
Koreans also meant they felt less
visible and more at home. Many of our
participants reported not really leaving
Kingston  borough  very  often.
Particularly South Korean mothers told
us that their husbands might travel to
the centre for work, but for them there
seemed to be no need to travel.

The cultural significance of New
Malden High Street

Regardless of residence, New Malden
high street was an important location,
partly because of the availability of
Korean food and shops. It also
constituted a first point of contact and
a meeting point for mothers and
parents. For many it also felt familiar
and reassuring given the difficulty they
sometimes felt negotiating life more
generally.

Negotiating cultural and social
differences: everyday interaction

The majority of participants reported
that they struggled to negotiate what
sometimes seemed like an unfamiliar
culture and society. Small everyday
practices were difficult to get used to.

Participants also observed that
communication was more difficult,
because was Korean more direct and
English more indirect.

Participants also described their
unfamiliarity with local customs and
the many unwritten rules, which could
be hard to negotiate.




As a result of such cultural differences,
mothers in particular gave voice to
feelings of insecurity when it came to
interacting with other mothers at

school or toddler group. They were not
always sure if they were welcome or
were unable to read cultural signals
correctly.

Fitting in is a lot of effort: “l want to
be here, but | feel like ’'m not here”
Longer-term residents described how
much hard work they needed to put in
to feeling at home. They reported that
they wanted to be part of UK society
but because of the language barrier,
and because social practices and
habits were not always easy to
decipher, this was hard work.

In one interview a South Korean
mother described how she
purposefully started attending an
English church (rather than the Korean
one she had previously attended) so
that she could forge closer
connections to the UK. But this was
‘hard work’ and ‘not relaxing’.

efforts as

Others described their
‘almost like a glass ceiling’.
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Impact on Mental Health

Participants also described the impact
not always feeling at home could have
on their sense of well-being and mental
health. Here women and mothers were
strongly affected, particularly where
they were the main carer of children or
where they had left their life behind to
move with their husbands.

Unfamiliar With Services and
Regulations

Many participants highlighted the fact
that ‘the social system’ was unfamiliar
to them; this compounded the sense of
disorientation (or even bewilderment)

some experienced.

As a result some participants had been
or were missing out on services. In one
focus group a local single mother
reported not being aware of the fact
that her daughter qualified for a free
school meal, and was struggling to



provide her with a school meals for two
years, until ‘a teacher told her and
helped her’.

For a few of our participants, and
significantly amongst North Koreans,
their unfamiliarity with the system went
beyond not being able to access
services, but manifested itself in a
general insecurity about whether they
might be unwittingly breaking the law
by, for example, claiming benefits but
not registering family members and/or
partners correctly.

A comprehensive information pack

A number of participants asked about
the availability of a comprehensive
information pack, containing
information about the services offered
by the council, how these might be
accessed and any rules or regulations
they should be aware of. Translated
into Korean, this would be very useful
for Korean residents and it would not
only help to make services more
transparent, but also help to make
immigrants feel more settled and ‘at
home’.

Some participants had attended
special talks and events (e.g. about the
free NHS health check) and had found
these useful. A comprehensive list of
such events and where they would be
held would also be useful.

Recent immigration history

A number of participants made the
valid observation that Koreans have
had less time to integrate or find their
place than other migrant communities.

Unlike many commonwealth
communities, Korean immigrants are a
relatively recent addition to the

residential population. Whereas other
groups have had a long history of
cultural negotiation and integration
(spanning several generations and
often working through tensions), the
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Korean community still have this ahead
of them.

We have less in common than
European communities

In addition to this, some participants
felt, unlike European communities
(whose countries of origin have long-

standing social and political
connections to the UK), there was less
of 'a common culture. Many

participants said they ‘had fallen in
love’ with UK culture, but found it
difficult to decipher.

At the same time many were very
aware that, European migrants
adapted much more easily and quickly
to UK culture and society. For some,
this comparison sometimes felt like a
‘failing’.

Feeling Welcome: everyday
instances of discrimination or
racism

Despite the fact that participants
generally described Kingston as a
friendly and safe place, we had some
reports about instances of racism and
discrimination.

A few participants described being
confronted with racist taunts or

comments on the street. Due to the
language barrier they often found it
difficult to defend themselves. A few
participants, whilst not experiencing
direct racism described ‘bad events’ or
‘instances’
unwelcome.

that make them feel




Such
relatively
participants feel to Kingston.

undermine the
connection

instances
strong
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Belonging and engagement

From a service provider perspective,
the Korean community is often seen as
a very closed and private community
that is difficult to engage with. Our

conversations with local Korean
residents show that the difficulties
around engaging are not necessarily
connected to lack of motivation or

wanting to. Rather it is in part
connected to efforts needed to
overcome language Dbarrier and

struggles with a negotiate culture and
society. It is also significant to note that
there is a time frame beyond which
engagement can become more
difficult, as many of our participants
reported giving up after too many failed
attempts of connecting.



5. Making Ends Meet: Poverty in the
North Korean community

Poverty was a particular concern
amongst North Korean residents. All
North Korean reported that they
struggled to make ends meet or even
had difficulty with basic subsistence.
These difficulties can be seen in the
context of a) language barrier, b)
negotiating an unfamiliar system c)
restrictions imposed by participants’
immigration status.

Trapped in low-paid employment
and exploitation

Partly as a result of the language
barrier, partly as a result of their
immigration  status many North

Koreans were trapped in low income
work, often in restaurants, factories,
and construction or domestic help (to
the extent that participants could
work.)

Difficulty accessing social benefits

Those who were able to claim benefits
also struggled to cover their expenses.
They also reported difficulty with
negotiating an unfamiliar system in a
foreign language, which was often
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experienced as very hostile.
Participants’ accounts particularly
highlighted their experience of dealing
with the jobcentre. Many reported not
only having difficulty accessing an
interpreter for interviews and visits to
Jobcentre Plus, but a number also
recounted instances where they were
directly blamed for not speaking
English well enough and accused of
avoiding work. For many participants
this was a very upsetting experience,
particularly considering the fact that
they very much wanted to move
forward with their lives and work or
learn new skills.

When dealing with Job Centre Plus,
participants also felt that there was not
enough  understanding of  the
difficulties associated with learning
English for Korean native speakers or
with the circumstances that may have
led to a longer-term residents not
learning much English. One specific
case discussed in focus groups
concerned a former housewife who
had been very much trapped at home
(not learning much English) until her
divorce, at which point she became
more acutely reliant on state support.

Difficulty accessing social benefits:
Mothers and single mothers
Mothers and single mothers
participating in focus groups also
found that when claiming benefits no
allowances were made for the fact that
they had several young children and
were unable to access childcare for
hours that many jobs demanded (see
also section on single mothers).



One single mother with three young
children described how she would like
to work very much, but the fact that
she would need to fit this around her
children was reportedly met with little
sympathy at the job centre. Another
mother reported that she was told she
had to find full-time work when her
daughter was only six months old.

The pressure participants experienced
added to the general stress,
experience of depression and mental
health issues the majority of Korean
participants reported.

Not working/ not claiming benefits
and covering living costs

In addition to this a number of
participants in focus groups reported
that their immigration status allowed
them neither to work or claim benefits.
Some talked about the difficulty of
making do otherwise, (e.g. by relying
on partners, taking work that was badly
paid); others were simply despairing at
what seemed Ilike a solution-less
situation.
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Vulnerable Groups Older migrants,
refugees and asylum seekers

Older members of the North Korean
population  were identified as
particularly vulnerable. They reported
experiencing poverty, housing issues
and generally feeling isolated. A
number of participants reported

experiencing acute poverty, to the
extent that they were unable to afford
to feed themselves. Also, culturally
many said there were used to being
supported by family/the community.
However having arrived in the UK, this
support network:

The suffering and isolation of senior
citizens was something that was
particularly strongly felt by
participants; most of whom felt that
particular respect and support was due
to the older generation ‘as you get
older you should be celebrated, you



should be with your family and friends,
you should be with people’.

Vulnerable Groups: North Korean
Single Mothers

North Korean single mothers were
another socially and economically
vulnerable group, who particularly

struggled to make ends meet. Many
wanted to work rather than rely on
benefits, but struggled to fit work in
around their children. They were often
trapped in low paying part-time jobs in
restaurants.

Not begging for money

Overall there was a strong feeling that
people wanted to work and contribute
to society. The fact that they were
unable to was a source of stress.
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Difficulty in
needs
Professionals working closely with the
community were aware of the
struggles faced by many in the North
Korean community, but found it
difficult to identify those who needed
particular help or offer support where
necessary,

identifying particular




6. Access to Housing in the North
Korean Community

Many North Korean participants
Struggled to access and pay for
accommodation. Here again the
impact was particularly bad on the
older generation and single mothers.

Waiting for council housing

Many of our participants were on
waiting lists for council houses. They
were not sure how much longer they
would have to wait, whether there was
fixed or whether they would ever be
able to access council housing. Many
also found negotiating the bureaucracy
around this because of the language
barrier.

Struggled paying rent

Many were living in private rented or in
crowded sublet rooms, and this was
eating into their living expenses.

Impact on sense of well-being
Participants described how these daily
struggles to which there seemed to be
no solution affected their sense of well-
being. Many expressed a sense of
hopelessness when describing their
situation.

Many already had traumatic journeys
behind them, but having arrived here
their uncertain living conditions
prevented some from and developing a
sense of stability and belonging.




The experience of finding themselves
trapped in situations to which there
was no solutions had a very evident
impact on participants’ mental health.
Many of the Interviews and focus
groups we conducted were very
emotional, as participants gave voice
to their sometimes desperate need for
support.

30

Impact on older North Koreans
Many of our participants (not just
members of the older generation) were
concerned about the impact of housing
concerns had on older residents. Many
felt that the older generation needed to
be looked after more carefully as ‘they
might not be with us for much longer’.




7. Education, Children and Young

People

Participants emphasised the
importance of education and activities
for children more generally.

They were generally happy with
education and schools and felt that
children’s activities in the borough and
schools were very good. For many the
reputation of Kingston’s schools had
been another motivating factor in
moving to Kingston.

Participants also appreciated the
efforts their schools made to support
their children and engage with the
Korean Community. They also
expressed particular appreciation over
the attempts made by different schools
to translate information in order to
reach out to Korean parents and
children. North and South Korean
parents at Malden Manor School
reported they particularly appreciated
the fact that they had a Korean
Teaching Assistant that helped
translate. North Korean Parents from
Burlington school appreciated that
they received letters to parents
translated into Korean.

Conversely, service providers and
professionals in the education sector
have long focused on engaging with
the Korean communities at their
school.

Unfamiliar education system

Whilst participants were generally very
positive about their experience with
schools and education they did
highlight a few areas they struggled
with. In  particular respondents

reported that they did not always
‘understand the system’ and were not
sure where to access information
about ‘how it works’, particularly when
they first arrived.




Many participants had looked at
government or council websites as a
first port of call, but had found these
confusing, partly because the

information was not all collated in one
place and partly because they had
difficulty understanding the language
(even when their English was very
good).

Respondents felt they were working
things out through a process of trial
and error, and that they had to ‘make
many mistakes’ before they could
‘figure out how to use the system’.

They also heavily relied on informal
networks for information about
education and children’s’ activities.
Churches were often a first port of call,
and once a network had been
established parents  (particularly
mothers) relied heavily on other
parents to gain information about
education in the UK. However,
establishing networks took time to
develop and until then participants
reported they had often felt isolated
and alone.
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‘Education in the UK, is more
relaxed’

Significantly, and perhaps surprisingly,
most of our respondents reported that
they preferred the education system in
the UK, as it was ‘less stressful for the

children’.

There is a
professionals that Korean parents put
more pressure on their children to work
hard and perform well in school. This
was also confirmed by our Korean
participants. It is interesting to note

concern  amongst

that parallel to this, parents also
appreciate and see the benefits of a
play-based approach. This suggests
that differences in cultural approaches
to education are not insurmountable.



The importance of education
amongst refugees and asylum
seekers

The importance Koreans place on
education is often seen as a mainly
cultural characteristic. This
assessment is largely correct but is not
the only explanation. It is also
important to consider the social and
economic context. North Korean
refugees and asylum  seekers
participating in the research described
the importance of focusing on the next
generation, given that their own lives
were ‘standing stilll or had been
‘interrupted’. They felt that if educated
properly, at least their children would
be able to have a better and upwardly
mobile life.

Here their economic situation was
thrown into relief. Many reported that
they would like to be able to spend
money on tutors for their children, but
were simply unable to.

Preserving Korean Language and
Culture

For many participants one of the
priorities of educating their children is
preserving the Korean language,
culture and identity. Many participants
were aware of cases Korean children
who had grown up in the UK and had
absorbed the UK’s culture and
language, but no longer spoke much
Korean and as a result were
from their

increasingly estranged
parents.
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For this reason most Korean parents
send their children to the Korean
Saturday school in Chessington - in
order to continue to study Korean and
learn about the Korean culture.

Moreover, whilst there was a focus on
preserving identity, participants were
also keen to stress that it was through
educating their children that their
community would contribute to
society.

North Korean Mothers have
difficulty accessing the Korean
School

Many of our North Korean parents
reported that for many accessing the
Korean school (in Chessington) was as
struggle, mainly due to the cost of
transport. Given how important
ensuring that their children learnt
Korean was (to preserve the parent-
child relationship), this was quite a big
concern for some.

It is worth noting that at the time of
interviewing there was a plan to
organise fundraising during the Korean
festival for a free bus service to the
Korean School. Alternatively
participants wondered if it would be
possible if a space could be provided
for the North Korean community to
organise their own language classes in
New Malden (walking distance for
most participants).

Activities for Children and Young
People

Activities for young people and
children are a big priority amongst
Korean families. And many of our
respondents were happy  with
provision available in Kingston.



In New Malden there are a lot of
toddlers. So everyday there are toddler
groups and | made some friends there.

North Korean families have difficulty
access children activities

One of the areas of concern our
research highlighted is that despite the
availability of activities for young
people and children, North Korean
families were often not able to access
these. This was either as a result of the
language barrier or often as a result of
the cost.

Many North Korean mothers
expressed concern that apart from
school their children ‘don’t really do
anything’ often as a result of parents’
inability to pay for extra-curricular
activities or language/cultural barriers.

North Korean mothers also identified
the summer holidays as a particularly
difficult time-period, partly because it
was more difficult to find childcare, but
also because they were aware of the
fact that they were not able to offer
their children the same experiences as
their school-friends and peers.

After covering living expenses there
generally not much left over for
extending children’s experience and
education, on which participants
placed a great deal of importance.
Participants reported they appreciated
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the attempts by local churches to
reach out invite North Korean children
to holiday clubs which were free (in
particular they mentioned the Gospel
Church). However, this was ‘only a few
hours a week, and the summer
holidays were 2 months long’.

North Korean mothers also reported
that they would very much like to ‘help
each other in this respect by
organising activities and children’s’
groups more generally amongst
themselves - they could take it in turn
to organise activities such arts and
crafts or language sessions - but they
lacked the space. Their flats were
generally too small to host such
sessions and renting a space was too
expensive. A number of participants
had asked at various venues whether
space could be made available
cheaply, but had been unsuccessful.

This desire for a space in which to
organise community activities was also
echoed more widely (e.g. in the context
of organising a North Korean language
school for children).

Accessing Childcare

On one level participants were very
positive about the childcare on offer in
the borough, In particular they felt
longer school hours enabled mothers
to go back to work earlier.

In terms of accessing local nurseries,
these were quite well used by longer-
term residents in the UK. Newer
arrivals were less likely to access
nurseries, mainly because not sure



how the system worked and the
language barrier seemed to make it
more difficult to find out about nursery
provision.

Nurseries were also sometimes seen
as expensive by some participants.

Difficulties accessing childcare
amongst North Korean families
Like with many other services

accessing childcare was more difficult
for North Korean families. North
Korean mothers reported their
experience and sense of well-being
was very negatively affected by the fact
that they felt unable to access both
child-care for younger children (due to
the cost factor) as well mother-toddler
activity groups (a mixture of cost and
language/cultural barriers).

Childcare for many was simply not
affordable, and attending toddler
groups was again often expensive and
many participants described feeling
‘out of place’, simply because the
language barrier was so significant. As
a result participating single mothers
reported feeling ‘isolated and
depressed’.

Whilst participants reported that they
wanted to attend toddler groups,
where they could, in order to help them
and their children and learn English, it
was not a cure for their isolation. What
they also needed was the opportunity
to develop a supportive network of
(North Korean) mothers they could talk
to and seek support from.

Here again the participants were keen
to find a way to help each other, by
organising informal meetings and
activities, but again were hampered by
the difficulty of finding spaces.
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Using Public Spaces and Parks

The majority of our participants
positively noted Kingston’s green
spaces and parks. Many mothers

reported making regular use of these.

When asked what could be improved,
respondents mentioned the lack of
water and sand play areas, which
enabled more sociable play and
presented more opportunities to meet
other parents.

South Korean respondents all felt
confident in using public spaces, and
many were happy to travel further
afield to other parks - especially since
a lift has been installed in New Malden
station. North Korean reported feeling
less confident in public spaces, and
whilst they made use of them. Many
had experienced misunderstandings
with others as a result of the language
barrier.

Safeguarding of children and young
people

Professionals, service providers and
those working in the community raised
some concern over the safeguarding of
children, in part as a result of ‘different
parenting styles’, and in part linked to
the context of trauma.




Professionals also  found that
engagement was difficult as family life
was seen as much more private,

In our community focus groups it was
difficult to confirm these concerns.
Participants confirmed the Korean
culture could be very private and if
someone suspected abuse amongst
friends or in the neighbourhood, it
would mainly be seen as a private
concern and was unlikely to be
reported.

However, amongst our participants at
least it seemed that approaches to
parenthood were not markedly
different. In fact, it was rather the case
that parents appreciated the more
relaxed attitude to education in the UK.
If anything participants worried that
their children were less well brought up
or less disciplined than British children.
Participants commented that they
children would not ‘sit in cafes and
other public spaces as nicely as English
children, ‘cried more when left at
nursery’ or were wilder when walking or
scooting down the street’. Also as they
were unsure about what standards
children were expected to conform in
the UK, they sometimes felt insecure
about the right way to bring up children
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This constitutes quite a significant

change to previous research we
conducted. In our study conducted
with Korean community in Kingston in
2010 (Davidson, Hug and Seetzen
2010), participants quite openly
complained about government
meddling in the way they choose to
bring up children.

This development may in part be
simply due to time and globally
changing attitudes, but also the result
of local initiatives to educate and

inform. One example being translated
information
schools.

leaflets handed out in

Young people’s mental health

Another concern raised by
professionals and service providers in
the community was the impact of
migration on young people’s mental
health. Many children and young
people had to negotiate a multiplicity of
pressures dealing with a new

language, a new culture, being torn
between cultures, as well as in some
cases quite material hardship.




Children’s’ mental health was not
generally a concern raised by parents
in our focus group. Although there was
some concern that they were
sometimes unable to guide them
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through the education system (and
society more widely), as they were
themselves not always familiar with it.



8. Health

Both North and South Koreans,
reported difficulty accessing health
care, partly as a result of the language
barrier and partly because they were
unfamiliar with the system. Here again
North Koreans’ need was starker, as
they lacked the economic means to
‘opt out’ - i.e. to travel back to Korea or
access private health care as many of
South Korean participants reported
doing.

Worryingly a small number of
participants in the larger North Korean
focus group reported that they could
not access any health services at all.
They did not know how to access ‘the
social system’. This was partly due to
language barriers and partly a result of
‘not knowing where to begin’.

Language Barriers:
interpreter

The majority reported they could
access health services, but they did
experience difficulties due to language
barriers. All North Korean participants
and the majority of South Korean
participants felt they needed an
interpreter for hospital and doctor
appointments. Even those that spoke
English well felt that for medical
appointments they needed an

Needing an

interpreter, because the language was
more specialist and required more than
the everyday English participants had
acquired.
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Accessing an interpreter

Most participants reported that they
were aware that they had access to
interpreters; only a minority had been
unaware of this. Nevertheless many felt
that the service was not offered as
comprehensively or as readily as it had
been in the past:

Worryingly perhaps, a few participants
reported that, whilst attending without
an interpreter, they had signed
documents about their health care
despite not quite understanding the
document. They also reported many of
their friends did the same, as they did
not want to delay treatment.

The possible consequences of not
being able to properly communicate
with a health professional was
highlighted in the following case
recounted by a South Korean Mother.




Making other arrangements
The fact that translators were not

always available which delayed
appointments or made them more
complicated to arrange.

As a result many participants reported
that if possible they made
appointments with one Korean-
speaking doctor in New Malden. Other
participants reported that they found it
logistically easier to ask relatives or
friends to attend appointments.
Although one of the downsides they
identified that their friends or relatives
were also not always familiar with
medical terms, and couldn’t always
effectively translate.

A third group also reported that they
were able to hire a local Korean
interpreter (recommended by word of
mouth) for £10/h, although this was
expensive this was still sometimes
easier than relying on the provision of
an interpreter in GP practices.
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Telephone translation

A number of participants highlighted
the fact that sometimes only
telephone/voice  translators  were
available (language line), which made
‘explaining symptoms’ even more
difficult.

There is some evidence to suggest that
it is not only the absence of a face-to-
face conversation that makes effective
interpretation difficult in this situation.
The difficulty of using telephone
interpreters was also discussed in a
separate interview with a Korean
translator, who suggested that the
work done by an interpreter is often
more than simple translation. It
involves understanding the situation
and context, and communicating the
rules and procedures that govern it to
the client (who is often unfamiliar with
them). Telephone interpreters are not
always based in the UK, and are
therefore unfamiliar with local health
care procedures and are not always
able to do this

Emergencies

Participants also raised concerns
about accessing interpreters in
emergencies. It seems that here there
is not much awareness of the

availability of telephone translation
services.

Waiting Time: Cultural differences

A shared concern between North
Korean and South Korean participants
were long waiting times for
appointments. Participants reported



that they found booking emergency
appointments with their GP difficult
unless they were able to call the
surgery early in the morning; otherwise
they experienced long waiting times for
appointments.

The expectation to access health more
immediately seems to be a cultural
one.
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Cultural difference: preventative
approach vs. point of need

The confusions and frustrations about
using the UK health system are in many
ways linked to fact that whilst many
Koreans are used to engaging with the
healthcare system mainly at the point
of need (at which point they expect to
access health care quickly), the UK
operates a more integrated and
preventative model, built on longer
term engagement. This was also
confirmed by professionals working
closely with the community.




One exception to this seems be

attitudes general health checks.
According to a local GP, NHS health
checks are very popular with his

Korean patients, so this might
constitute a way into longer
engagement.
Opting out

For some participants long waiting
times and the complication attached to
making appointments and referrals led
to giving up on medical advice and
finding their own solution.

North Koreans, who had very limited
resources, reported either buying
medication from the pharmacy
“according to what | believe | might
have” or consulting friends and “asking
friends if they had similar symptoms
and getting medicine from the friends”.

South Koreans reported accessing
private health care or travelling back to
Korea to access health care or for
operations, but were worried about
urgent care, as it would be difficult to
travel back for emergencies.

One long-term resident who wanted to
apply for British citizenship, even felt
she was prevented from doing so
because losing her Korean citizenship
would mean she could no longer
access health care in Korea.

Maternity
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Health professionals in  working
maternity care raised concerns about
the language barriers faced by

pregnant women in the borough. They
reported seeing many women who had
not managed to arrange interpreters
and they were unsure about levels of
understanding.

They also worried that because of
language barriers many Korean women
feel they cannot ask for advice for more
immediate concern, by for example
calling the surgery.

Concerns were also raised about the
uptake of postnatal services, where
Korean mothers were generally
underrepresented.

Given the findings from focus group
this under representation is due to a
number of reasons including a different
attitude to health-care (when need
arises), language barriers and being
unaware of services offered more
generally.



Dental Health

Professionals working at schools also
raised concerns about dental health in
the community.
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9. Immigration, Poverty & Mental
Health in the North Korean Community

Many North Koreans’ needs and
concerns were first and foremost
shaped by issues around immigration
and immigration status. This of course
included the mental impact of the
stress caused by uncertainty over
immigration status and the trauma
from emigrating from North Korea.

Participants talked very openly about
the impact their situation had on their
mental health and the wellbeing of the
North Korean community. Many
emphasised the stress experienced as
a result of dealing with uncertain visa
applications or even rejection. Even
those not in that situation felt strongly
that other residents with uncertain visa
applications or those who had been
rejected were very vulnerable, as they
‘were always stressed’ because they
‘didn’t know what might happen the
next day or even the next hour’. As a
result of their status they were also
often ‘very cautious’ and unlikely to
seek help.
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‘Not moving forward’ and losing
time.

In addition to stress and uncertainty
over visa applications, participants
also described the stress caused by
the restrictions placed on their lives as
aresult of their status: i.e. their inability
to work, study or generally move on
with their lives. The importance of not
working here went beyond the fact that
they did not earn a living, but also
meant they were ‘standing still’ and
‘not moving forward’.

The experience of standing still is also
exacerbated by the language barrier.
Participants felt that many jobs or
educational programmes were not
open to them, because they had to
master the language first, which would
take a significant amount of time. Here
North Korean participants felt rather
than ‘standing still’ with their life while
they acquired the appropriate
language skills, it would be useful if
they could work with the council to find



ways to further other professional
skills. One participant gave the
example of training as a hairdresser in
a Korean shop, in order to develop new
skills and not to lose any more time.

Losing Hope

Our respondents also reported that
they appreciated the support they
received in many other aspects from
different organisation, but in this
respect felt there was no solution
available. Indeed many North Koreans
said that it seems they simply had ‘no
future’. They felt trapped in a vicious
circle, which made many feel very
depressed.

Given the seeming impossibility of
escaping what was often seen as
hopeless situation, many participants
expressed a sense of despair:

In this context, North Koreans were
also expressed frustration with the
system and with being asked to
provide feedback about their needs
and concerns - given that there was no
real solution to one of their main
concerns.
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Effects on Mental Health - Isolation
Many North Korean residents and

particularly the older generation
reported feeling very isolated. They not
only found themselves with any family
support networks but also lacked the
economic means of maintaining or
creating networks.

These experiences have a clear impact
on mental health issues. Many North
Korean residents openly talked about
the fact that ‘we are all depressed’. And
one lady attending the focus group
described how she was unable to pay
for the bus fare to visit friends or her
son, found herself completely isolated
and now rarely left her room, not even
to attend senior citizen activities
because “she doesn’t have any money
and her mood is not that great.”



10. Accessing Mental Health Services

Professionals and service providers
raised concerns about the fact that
Koreans are generally

underrepresented in mental services.

This underrepresentation is despite the
fact that certain proportions of the
Korean population face quite acute
issues with a clear impact on mental
health: a mixture of language barriers,
and unfamiliarity with social norms
have led to experiences of isolation.
Moreover, many of the North Korean
community have fled a hostile regime,
sometimes persecution and torture,
and have left families behind and still
face uncertainty about their lives
ahead.

It should also be noted that there is an
increased concern regarding mental
health provision for the Korean
community following two suicides and
a homicide in...
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Unfamiliarity with the system

One reason again for not accessing
mental health services is unfamiliarity
with the healthcare system. Our
respondents reported, not knowing
how or where to access mental health
services, or that mental health was
even a part of general health care

provision. Mental health is only a
relatively recent inclusion in the
healthcare system in Korea. So

seeking mental health support through
mainstream healthcare system was not
always obvious.

Mental health professionals also felt
that there was perhaps not enough
awareness of different methods of
therapy. One participant working in the
community described that many of her
clients drop out, simply because they
are unfamiliar with cognitive behaviour
therapy. Here she felt information
sessions about CBT (run through local
Korean charities) would be helpful.

Mental health is seen as a symptom,
not a problem

Another reason for the reluctance to
seek mental health support was that



many felt that the problem was not
their mental health as such, but an
external problem. Amongst the North
Korean community in particular there
was an acute awareness that mental
health problems were caused by a
particular set of real-life problems, and
rather than mental health support felt
they really needed solutions to those
problems.

that rather than

Many reasoned

seeking help through counselling, the
external problem (poverty, immigration
status, not being allowed to work)
needed to be solved in order to restore
their health and well-being.

Mental health professionals also felt
that with many of their clients,
treatment needed to be holistic.
Because for so many mental health
issues had been caused by ‘big
problems’ they sometimes needed
more than therapy. Here it was seen as
important that mental health services
worked with the council to tackle
issues holistically.

Cultural attitudes to mental health

One of the more contradictory findings
of the of the research was that whilst
participants would talk quite openly
about mental health issues during
focus groups, most participants
reported that mental health was often
seen as something private, not much
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discussed and loaded with stigma that
prevented people seeking help.

This cultural attitude was also
confirmed by those working closely on
the community.

Some mental health professionals also
reported that the stigma around mental
health was shifting slowly. However
whilst younger people were more likely
to seek help than in the past, members
of the older generation were still very
reluctant.

Reliance on interpreters

Another reason many Koreans felt
reluctant to seek mental health advice
was the fact that many would have
needed an interpreter to effectively
engage. This raised issues about



confidentiality and complicated the
process of counselling.

Many interpreters are from the local
community, and their close connection
to people they know made some
participants reluctant to share their
mental health concerns in their
presence. Moreover it seems not

everyone was aware of the strict
guidelines over confidentiality, and this
uncertainty also made many wary
about sharing private concerns.

Another issue of course is that it is
difficult to talk about mental health
issues in another language or through
the medium of a translator. As those
working in the mental health sector
confirmed  whilst they generally
manage it is more difficult to build trust
when the conversation is mediated via
a third party.
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North Korean Mothers:
mental health

Mental health and the experience of
depression was an issue that was
commonly reported in all focus groups
and by the majority of participants, but
was particularly acute amongst single
mothers, as a result of the combined
effect of isolation and the acute social

and economic pressure.

Single

Participants described struggling not
only with the everyday pressures of
motherhood, but the responsibility of
looking after children whilst they were
often unable making ends, or to find
their way through an unfamiliar culture
and social system, that in some
instances was even experienced as a
hostile social system.

Importance of Korean community
workers

Mental health professionals
participating in the study felt having a
Korean professional was invaluable
when supporting Korean clients. At the
time of research, local mental health
services had access to a Korean
trainee mental health counsellor. This
had helped develop the work with the
Korean community. However, her time
at the organisation was soon to end,
and it was anticipated that this would
leave a big gap in provision.



11. Avenues of Support and Channels

of Engagement

Both the South and North Korean
community reported some difficulty
with accessing formal channels of
support and relied more on informal
networks, or on community internal
organisations. Here again the need is
starkest amongst the North Korean
community.

Accessing information

All participants reported difficulties
accessing information about what
services and support the council
offered.

Many reported a need for a
comprehensive source of information
on what services were offered and how
these can be accessed. They had
looked at the Kingston website, but it
seemed to be spread out and
fragmented and did not always explain
how to access information. Also as it
was not translated into Korean, which
again provided a barrier to many (and
particularly to North Korean residents).

Many participants were also not sure
what services were offered by the
council and what services would be
provided privately.

However, although many had found
the council website difficult to navigate
they had positive experience with
information and support they had
received from their local school, and
suggested using the school more in
order to distribute information.

During the professionals and service
providers focus group the idea of
comprehensive website was proposed
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- managed by a panel of Korean
community representatives who would
update the website with information
from the council and different agencies
trying to engage. This matched the call
for a comprehensive website or
pamphlet from the Korean community.
However there was some concern that
the website needs to be seen as

impartial and directed at all the
different sections of the Korean
population.

Seeking support: the North Korean
Community

Marked again by more acute needs,
North Koreans struggled the most with
accessing information. Many reported
that whilst they needed help, they were
not sure how to get it. Often the initial
answer to 'where do you go for support
the answer?' was simply ‘nowhere’. On
further probing, it emerged that whilst
many did try to get support, they were
put off by their unfamiliarity with the
system, language barriers or not being
quite sure ‘where to begin’.

Because it involved hiring translators,
getting support was also expensive.



And respondents had to weigh up the
cost and benefit of seeking help.

For some the hopelessness of their
situation made any help impossible
and rendered seeking advice futile:

An important resource for many in the

North Korean community was
Refugee Action Kingston, which was
often described as helpful. Although
there also seem to be a gap in
provision, as one North Korean
participant in one focus group reported
that they were not able to access
services from RAK (Refugee Action
Kingston), and the concerns they had
needed to be handled by immigration.

Many participants were also generally
aware of the Korean Information
Centre, which provides advice and
classes designed to help Korean
immigrants navigate UK services. The
services it offers appear to be very
closely tailored to the needs identified
in our research. However, none of our
participants reported using the centre
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and at the time the research was being
conducted the centre was (temporarily)
closed. As a result it is difficult to
assess the impact of its services.
Service providers and professionals
working with the Korean community
reported that it worked very closely
with and provided services for ‘a
particular section’ of the North Korean
community.

Informal Networks

All participants stressed that rather
than accessing formal channels, it was
informal networks (more generally or
through local networks of mothers and
parents more particularly) that were
most important to them.

Local Churches

The majority of participants identified
local churches, many of whom had a
significant Korean congregation, as an
important contact point and source of
information. As well as providing a
source of information churches and
informal networks also provided social,
emotional and culturally specific
support that made Korean residents
and in particular more recent arrivals
feel more at home:




There was awareness that local
churches do not serve all the
community, and some participants

expressed suspicions that some might
mainly be focused on serving their own
interests. Nevertheless, given their
ability to reach out to a significant
proportion of Koreans in Kingston, they
are an important starting point.

Churches that were mentioned as
points of support were St James in
New Malden, The Raynes Park Korean
Church, the United Reform Church and
The New Malden Korean Church, as

well as unspecified local Korean
churches.

Replacement support network:
missing family

Taken together informal support

networks and church congregations
form a vital replacement for the family
support many Koreans have lost when
they moved here. In particular, mothers
participating in the study reported that
the absence of their wider family made
life difficult. For many this meant they
were missing vital support networks.
Mothers of young children described
how everyday tasks like picking

children up, or taking them to the
hospital or going shopping was more
difficult,
lonelier.

and it made mothering
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Korean Newspapers
Many participants, and in particular

more recent arrivals noted the
importance of Korean Newspapers for
information about local community
events.

Community Centres

A section of participants, although by
no means all, mentioned the Korean
Community Centre in Raynes Park as a
point of support. Older participants
(both  North and South Korean)
reported attending activities.

However a large proportion of younger
participants, and in particular mothers
of young children, either did not use
the centre or were even unaware that
the centre existed.

North Korean
organisations

There are a number of community
organisations in Kingston. One such
organisation  which was  cited
repeatedly by North Korean
participants was ‘Free NK'. It was often
described as a significant source of
support and one, which had been vital
to their well-being and indeed survival.

community

Given the tensions in the community
(and the fact that according to
professionals  working in  the
community  the  North Korean
community is in itself divided), it seems



unlikely that this organisation is
represents the entire community.
However it seems to bring together
and support a range of different people
in the community.

North Korean community: A space
for ourselves

Despite there being a number of
organisations and community spaces
that were open to all Koreans, North
Koreans expressed the need for

spaces that would cater more
specifically to the North Korean
Community.

Given the importance of the informal
support network of fellow North
Koreans, a number of participants
asked if it would be possible to access
community spaces to meet in. A
regular space would provide both a
stable identity and base from which to

organise a wider programme of

activities. As well as community
meetings, several participants
expressed the wish to organise

education session for children, after-
school clubs, advice/information
sessions, and to organise -cultural
events (like dancing), at a venue that
was a walkable distance.

What works

One of the questions we asked
professionals  working in the
community was - what strategies have
worked best when engaging or
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supporting the Korean community. The
two most effective strategies have
been a) the distribution of translated
leaflets (through schools and hospitals)
and b) having a consistent Korean
contact. The latter of course is difficult
given the limited life of engagement
projects.

Cultural engagement

Our research identified culture as an
opportunity for engagement. Certainly
amongst Korean migrants there is a
strong interest in staying connected to
Korean culture and teaching their
children about Korean culture, but also
in sharing and celebrating Korean
culture with their adoptive
communities.

One of the difficulties identified by
some of our participants was that
engagement was sometimes
perceived to be the ‘wrong way round’
or at least very one-directional. There
was also a certain fatigue with being
asked ‘what the Korean community
needs’. Many were also interested in
what their community could contribute,
and hoped that engagement could
take the form of a two-way

conversation, not just about identifying
need.

This is where events like the Korean
Festival were seen as important
events. Held in Kingston town centre it
provided an opportunity to share
cultural traditions and food, and
positioned Korean culture as a part of
Kingston’s local culture.



The Korean community has certainly
contributed to the distinctiveness of
Kinston and New Malden. And despite
the hostility experienced by some of
our participants in some quarters, this
contribution is acknowledged by many

local residents.  Although  not
specifically designed to do so, the
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community stall the research team had
at the New Malden farmers’ market
initiated discussions with residents
who were very positive about the long-
term contribution Korean families have
made to the area. With one lady even
describing how it had encouraged her
son to visit Korea and study Korean.

Against this background there is a
clear opportunity in changing the tone
of engagement from purely education
to one of exchange. This is likely to
help overcome the experience of
cultural barriers.



12. Recommendations

Based on the findings of our research,
this report makes recommendation
across the following areas:

e Focus on the needs of the North
Korean community & vulnerable
groups

e Overcoming language barriers

e Accessing services

e Young people and education

e Cultural Engagement

1. Focus on the needs of the North
Korean Community & Vulnerable
groups
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2. Overcoming Language Barriers




3. Accessing Services







4. Young People and Education
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5. Cultural Engagement

The research identified culture as a
strategy for engagement.
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