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<Abstract>

In this article, comparisons between North Korean adolescent defectors and South Korean adolescents in 

psychological themes and stories expressed in sandplay therapy about their family and self/others have been 

made in order to provide basic data to psychotherapeutically intervention for the North Korean adolescent 

defectors' psychological and social adjustment in South Korean culture. The 15 adolescents were allocated in 

each group. The North Korean adolescent defectors started to live in South Korea since less than 5 years ago 

and they all had already experienced parents' absence when they still lived in North Korea and murderous 

threats when they were defecting North Korea through foreign countries. Total 4 sandplay sessions were 

individually given to each subject. As a result, North Korean defector adolescents less frequently made 

vegetative/animal scenes, human/animal scenes and more frequently made destroyed than South Korean 

adolescents in overall atmosphere. South Korean adolescents more frequently made paired relationship, family, 

self-protective/self-assertive relationship, cooperative/ constructive relationship in terms of structuring of 

relationships in shape of human or animals. In use of sand, North Korean defector adolescents tended to touch 

sand in the beginning of sessions and South Korean adolescents touched sand more during the sessions and the 

beginning of session. North Korean defector adolescents more frequently made very empty sandtray and South 

Korean adolescents in terms of use of tray.
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I. Introduction

As of today 30,000 North Korean defectors live in South Korea, and the number is 

continuously increasing (Ministry of Unification, 2014). In course of time, reasons for the 

defection of these North Koreans have changed. Until the late 1990s, North Koreans defected 

mostly for social and economic reasons: extreme food shortage and economic downturn. From 

the 2000s, however, they have fled from their home for reasons beyond food shortage and 

economic hardships. They have escaped in hopes of finding a better life, especially to provide 

their children with opportunity for better education (Kim, 2004; Ministry of Unification, 2014). 

In fact, statistics shows that as of February 2014, the number of adolescent defectors aged 10 

to 19 in South Korea reached 3,229, accounting for 12.2% of the entire North Korean 

defector population in the country. The Ministry of Unification expects the number to rise 

steadily in the future (2014).

The growing number of adolescent defectors brings up an important problem: their 

adjustment to the South Korean society. The hardships in the process of escaping from North 

Korea are not the only problem these adolescents have. It is often the case that parents 

abscond the North Korean regime first, settle in South Korea, and then help their children 

escape. This means that these adolescents not only had undergone traumatic experiences as well 

as difficulties arising from North Korea's social, economic and political problems, but also had 

experienced an unstable family environment with the absence of their parents. Under such 

circumstance, being challenged to adapt to the South Korean society raises the possibility of 

their having a range of mental health issues.

Growing up, the focus of South Korean adolescents is mainly on the changes of their 

social functions, which is largely related to their academics, future career, peer relations, and so 

on. But the case is different for North Korean adolescent defectors. At home, they have 

experienced many physical, psychological and social difficulties. What is worse, even after 

escaping from home until safely arriving in South Korea, these adolescent experience a range of 

traumas including the fear of being caught and arrested, physical trauma, separation of the 

family, betrayal of the ones whom they had trusted, and so on (Keum etc., 2004; Baek etc., 

2007, Yang & Hwang, 2008). Thus it is difficult for them to achieve the developmental tasks 
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of adolescence such as physical and social development, social adaptation, identity formation and 

so on. And as the culture of South Korea is entirely different from that of the North, the 

adolescent defectors are compelled to face the task of overcoming all sorts of prejudice and 

discrimination (Mok, 2008). Moreover, as most of these adolescents defect from North Korea 

not out of their own will but by the decision of their parents, they may possible experience 

problems in an entirely different dimension while adjusting to the South Korean society (Kwon 

etc., 2008).

Many North Korean adolescent defectors display signs of mental illness such as 

depression, anxiety and PTSD (Keum etc., 2004; Yang & Hwang, 2008). They tend to express 

psychological distress through delinquent, aggressive or hostile behaviors (Jung etc., 2006; Jung, 

2005). Studies have been conducted in relation to these adolescents' psychological adaptation, 

particularly on their mental health (Lee, 2005; Yang & Hwang, 2008), social adaptation (Park, 

2008), behavioral problem (Baek etc., 2007), and development process (Cho etc., 2011). 

According to the findings of these studies, North Korean adolescent defectors are in need of 

psychotherapeutic interventions.

Sandplay therapy is grounded in analytical psychology. It is based on the 

psychoanalytical hypothesis that the unconscious has a tremendous amount of influence on 

human behavior, feelings, and emotions. The unconscious—particularly the archetypal psyche 

that comprises the unconscious—is expressed through images. Images are projected by the 

psyche. The projection of these images is called “symbols.” Sandplay therapy is a method of 

psychotherapy that uses symbols—projections of unconscious images that appear through the 

imagination—to make interventions in the human psyche. Because of sandplay’s nature of 

making interventions through symbols, it is possible to understand the nonverbal realm even 

without many verbal interactions. Sandplay therapy makes it possible for clients, through 

symbolic exhibition in the sandtray using a range of figures, to express themselves actively and 

extensively in a nonverbal manner by triggering emotional and unconscious contents rather than 

critical, reasonable and rational contents. The “verbal” aspects of sandplay therapy are the 

client's associations with the sandpicture and the analytical work between the client and the 

therapist (Ammann, 1998). Such unique characteristic of sandplay therapy would allow 
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adolescents who are undergoing complex psychological changes to express themselves in an 

effective manner. In other words, sandplay therapy is a method of psychotherapy that helps 

clients activate their traumas—which are held in not only the brain but also the body and the 

emotion—and the repressed emotions through non-verbal means and the imagination so that 

they would be expressed through fantasy stories. By externalizing psychological issues, sandplay 

therapy resolves conflicts and traumas and facilitates the development of a sense of competence 

and control (Kalff, 2004).

Traumatic events are deeply imprinted on not only people's minds but also body, 

emotions and sensations (Linda & Daniel, 2011). Sensory imprints in particular are difficult to 

explain verbally and can be experienced as strong emotions (Van der Kolk, 1997). Sandplay 

therapy enables clients to make direct expressions by activating their sensations through 

non-verbal, visual experiences. In this regard, we often see that those who are psychologically 

wounded or deprived tend not to touch sand during the initial sessions and later do as they 

explore deeper layers of their psychology (Lebel, 2009). It can be said that this is because the 

sand is a symbol of the body, and of the feminine aspect. Adolescents who have undergone 

personal traumas often show interest toward figures but do not place them in the sandtray 

during the initial phase (Flahive, 2012). But the very fact that they are interested in the 

figures could mean that they have enough psychic energy to create a sandpicture.

There are those who use only a few figures, while there are others who use too many 

figures. There are those who use figures in a non-related, non-cooperative, or aggressive way. 

There are also those who express through the figures a state of disorganization (Oh, 2011; 

Park, 2010; Ban etc., 2013; Jang, 2015). When there is a dearth of emotional energy due to 

trauma or deprivation, clients tend not to use animal and vegetative figures, symbols of 

instinctive energy that allows life to become more dynamic, early in the therapy process. Kalff 

also said that during the initial phase of ego development, clients often do not use human 

figures and later do as therapy progresses (2004).

This study observed the difference in symbolic representations between North Korean 

adolescent defectors and South Korean adolescents by comparing their sandpictures. By doing 

so, the study aimed to raise the understanding on North Korean defector adolescents and to 
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lay out the grounds for specific interventions necessary for their psychological stability.

Ⅱ. Research Method

1. Subjects

Subjects of this study were 15 North Korean adolescent defectors and 15 South 

Korean adolescents aged between 14 and 19 who reside in South Chungcheong Province. More 

specifically, North Korean adolescent defectors were those who at the time attended middle 

school or high school and have settled in South Korea for five years or less. Explanations on 

the study and related program were given to North Korean adolescent defectors. Among the 

volunteers, 15 were chosen by the recommendation of their teachers. South Korean adolescents 

were those who lived in the same residential area as the defectors adolescents, and their 

consent was received in advance as well. The sociodemographic characteristics of the subjects are 

as shown in Table 1:

South Korean Adolescents

(N=15)

North Korean Adolescent

Defectors (N=15)

SEX
Male 8 (53%) 10 (67%)

Female 7 (47%) 5 (33%)

Table 1. Sociodemographic Characteristics

Though their date of entering South Korea and the duration of their stay differ, all of 

the North Korean subjects had a commonality as they experienced parental separation. As it is 

often the case, their parents defected first and left them behind. The adolescents have all had 

stayed in a third country before coming to South Korea. In the case of South Korean 

adolescent subjects, everyone was born and raised in South Korea. The 30 adolescents were 

given a 40-minute session of individual sandplay therapy per week for a total of four sessions.
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2. Research tools

A thematic analysis of the sandplay was done through the Sandplay Categorical 

Checklist (SCC), an observation grid developed by Grubbs (1997). To see the overall state of 

the sandpictures, analyses were made based on the following: 14 categories under “Differences 

in the Overall Representations,” 14 under “Differences in the Usage of Human and Animal 

Figures,” 8 under “Differences in the Structuring of Relationships,” 3 under “Differences in the 

Use of Sand,” and 10 under “Differences in the Use of Sandtray Space.”

In order to raise the internal consistency of the assessments, three therapists with five 

or more years of sandplay experience made an assessment of the sandpictures after more than 

three rounds of discussions.

Representations

in Sandtray

The checklist is filled out prior to dismantling the tray after each session in terms 

of the overall representations, category of figures and number of figure used, and 

structuring of relationships in sandpictures. More than two items can be checked.

Use of Sand
The checklist is filled out in terms of attitude to using wet or dry sand used during 

each session. More than two items can be checked.

Use of Space in

Sandtray
The checklist is filled out in terms of how largely the tray are used after each session.

Table 2. Sandplay Categorical Checklist

3. Analysis

The entire sandplay therapy process for every subject was voice recorded with prior 

consent of all study participants. Pictures of their final creations after each session were also 

taken. As mentioned already, three therapists who majored in child counseling and/or 

psychotherapy and have five or more years of sandplay therapy experience made the overall 

assessment of the pictures. In order to raise the inter-rater reliability, an agreement was made 

on the standard of the measurement tool, with some help from a professional supervisor. When 

the raters differed, they went through discussions to calculate the final data. The inter-rater 
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reliability of the measurement tool was between .83 and .90. The collected data was analyzed 

as shown below by using SPSS 19.0. Both frequency and were calculated to compare the 

differences among the scenes created for a period of four sessions. Both frequency and 

percentage were calculated to compare the differences among the scenes created for a period of 

four sessions. The Mann-Whitney U test was also applied to confirm the differences in the 

frequency of sandplay representations between North Korean adolescent defectors and South 

Korean adolescents.

Ⅲ. Result

1. The state of sandpictures

There was a significant difference in several categories or items between the 

sandpictures created by the two groups. First, in the “animal/vegetative” category, South Korean 

adolescents on average created 2.13 (SD=1.19) scenes whereas North Korea adolescent defectors 

created .80 (SD=.94) scene (Z=2.95, p<.01). Also in the “human/animal” category, South 

Korean adolescents on average created 3.20(SD=1.21) scenes whereas North Korea adolescent 

defectors created 2.33 (SD=.90) scenes, also showing a significant difference between the two 

groups (Z=2.44, p<.05). In the category of “wound tray,” North Korean adolescent defectors 

on average created .67 (SD=.98) scene, whereas South Korean adolescents created .07 (SD=26) 

scene (Z=2.19, p<.05).

Overall, there were relatively more scenes made by South Korean adolescents in the 

categories of “animal/vegetative” and “human/animal,” whereas there were relatively more scenes 

created by North Korean adolescent defectors in the category of “wound tray.”

2. Use of human and animal figures

The average usage of human and animal figures between the two groups was quite 

different. Under the category of “used appropriately,” the mean usage was 2.20 (SD=1.21) in 
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Items

North Korean Defector

Adolescents (n=15)

South Korean Adolescents

(n=15) Z

M (SD) M (SD)

disorganized .60 (.74) .33 (.62) 1.12

animal/vegetative .80 (.94) 2.13 (1.19) 2.95**

war .80 (1.01) .53 (.64) .50

Asian .53 (.64) .53 (.74) .16

Primitive .33 (.62) .33 (.62) .00

people/animal 2.33 (.90) 3.20 (1.21) 2.44*

community/city/village .87 (.92) 1.27 (1.03) 1.11

symbolic/mythical 1.87 (1.19) 1.00 (1.25) 1.98

bizarre(explain) .13 (.35) .00 (.00) 1.44

home/family 1.07 (1.03) 1.67 (1.23) 1.33

party/celebration .07 (.26) .27 (.59) 1.09

spiritual/Self tray .47 (.74) .13 (.35) 1.38

wound tray .67 (.98) .07 (.26) 2.19*

oriented as content 1.40 (1.18) 1.00 (1.20) 1.02

oriented as theme 2.60 (1.18) 3.00 (1.20) 1.02

*p<.05, **p<.01

Table 3. Differences in the Overall Representations

the case of South Korean adolescents and .73 (SD=.80) in the case of North Korean 

adolescent defectors, showing a significant difference (Z=3.16, p<.01). Under the category of 

“no human or animal figures used,” North Korean adolescent defectors showed a mean of 1.20 

(SD=1.15) and South Korean adolescents .33 (SD=.82), indicating a significant difference 

(Z=2.44, p<.05). Relatively speaking, South Korean adolescents used human and animal figures 

at a more adequate level.

3. Relationships

When observing the differences in structuring of relationships in terms of humans and 
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Items

North Korean Defector

Adolescents

(n=15)

South Korean

Adolescents

(n=15)
Z

M (SD) M (SD)

used appropriately .73 (.80) 2.20 (1.21) 3.16**

no human or animal figures used 1.20 (1.15) .33 (.82) 2.50*

people killing people .60 (.99) .40 (.63) .27

sed realistically 1.53 (1.25) 2.13 (1.30) 1.32

animals in place of people .07 (.26) .13 (.52) .05

penned or crowded into a tight mass .13 (.35) .40 (.74) 1.01

used symbolically 1.13 (1.06) 1.00 (1.13) .46

broken and/or dismembered body parts .20 (.56) .00 (.00) 1.44

buried or hidden from others .13 (.35) .13 (.35) .00

implied but not used .40 (.51) .20 (.77) 1.94

animals devouring animals/people .13 (.35) .20 (.56) .07

placed in dangerous/precarious places .67 (.98) .47 (.83) .53

intentionally knocked down and left .20 (.41) .93 (1.22) 1.86

*p<.05, **p<.01

Table 4. Differences in the Usage of Human and Animal Figures

animals, South Korean adolescents' mean value was 2.07 (SD=.96) under “paired relationship” 

whereas the figure was 1.20 (SD=1.26) in the case of North Korean adolescent defectors; the 

differece between the two groups was statistically significant (Z=2.12, p<.05). In the category 

of “family unit/s,” the figures were 1.40 (SD=1.24) and .47 (SD=.64) for South Korean 

adolescents and North Korean adolescent defectors, respectively, which indicates that there is a 

statistically significant difference between the two groups (Z=2.28, p<.05). In the sub-category 

of “self-protective/assertive,” the mean number for South Korean adolescents was 2.00 (SD= 

1.31) and 1.00 (SD=1.13) for North Korean adolescent defectors (Z=2.11, p<.05). The result 

also revealed a statistically significant difference (Z=2.15, p<.05) between South Korean 

adolescents 2.00 (SD=1.31) and North Korean adolescents 1.00 (SD=1.13) in the sub-category 

of “cooperative/constructive.”
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Based on these results, we were able to see that in terms of the differences in 

structuring of relationships between the two groups, South Korean adolescents created on 

average more pictures that belong to the categories of “paired relationship” and “family unit/s” 

as well as sub-categories of “self-protective/assertive” and “cooperative/constructive” than North 

Korean adolescent defectors.

Items

North Korean Defector

Adolescents

(n=15)

South Korean

Adolescents

(n=15)
Z

M (SD) M (SD)

no relationship represented 1.53 (1.30) .73 (.96) 1.71

opposing groups and/or individuals 1.67 (1.45) 1.27 (1.03) .66

paired relationships 1.20 (1.26) 2.07 (.96) 2.12*

a distinct separation of figures 1.00 (.93) 1.07 (1.03) .09

individual/s relating to self of environment .20 (.41) .33 (.62) .51

family unit/s .47 (.64) 1.40 (1.24) 2.28*

one or more communities/groupings 1.53 (1.41) 1.20 (.94) .56

interactions

portrayed

between them

destructive/sadistic 1.27 (1.28) .93 (1.03) .59

self-protective/assertive 1.00 (1.13) 2.00 (1.31) 2.11*

cooperative/constructive .73 (1.10) 1.67 (1.29) 2.15*

*p<.05

Table 5. Differences in the Structuring of Relationships

4. Usage of sand

The average number of times the South Korean adolescent touched the sand before 

the therapy began was 1.27 (SD=1.28), whereas the number for North Korean adolescent 

defectors was .33 (SD=.62). The difference was statistically significant (Z=2.22, p<.05). The 

result, however, was the opposite when counting the number of times in which the adolescents 

touched the sand during therapy. The number of 2.27 (SD=1.39) for North Korean adolescent 
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defectors and .93 (SD=.96) for South Korean adolescents, indicating that there was a 

statistically significant difference (Z=2.64, p<.01). Through the results, we were able to see 

that before the actual therapy began, it was South Korean adolescents who touched the sand a 

more number of times but while the therapy was ongoing, it was North Korean adolescents 

who touched the sand relatively more.

Items

North Korean Defector

Adolescents

(n=15)

South Korean

Adolescents

(n=15)
Z

M (SD) M (SD)

Touch the sand before putting figures .33 (.62) 1.27 (1.28) 2.22*

Touch the sand during the whole session 2.27 (1.39) .93 (.96) 2.64**

Do not touch the sand at all 1.40 (1.40) 1.80 (1.08) .88

*p<.05, **p<.01

Table 6. Differences in the Use of Sand

5. Use of sandtray space

In terms of sandtray space usage, North Korean adolescent defectors on average 

created 1.73 (SD=1.58) sandpicture that belong to the category of “very empty” whereas the 

number was .13 (SD=.35) for South Korean adolescents, showing a statistically significant 

difference (Z=3.19, p<.01). Under the category of “well used”, the South Korean group 

created on average 1.40 (SD=.99) pictures while the North Korean group made on average 

0.60 (SD=.99) pictures. There was also a statistically significant difference between the two 

groups of adolescents (Z=2.26, p<.05). These results allowed us to see that in a relative sense, 

most North Korean adolescents hardly make use of the sandtray space as opposed to South 

Korean adolescents who make a good use of it.
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Items

North Korean

Defector Adolescents

(n=15)

South Korean

Adolescents

(n=15)
Z

M (SD) M (SD)

very empty 1.73 (1.58) .13 (.35) 3.19**

sparse 1.27 (1.33) 1.40 (1.12) .54

well used .60 (.99) 1.40 (.99) 2.26*

full .73 (1.03) .87 (1.19) .28

very full .13 (.35) .27 (.80) .07

overflowing .07 (.26) .00 (.00) 1.00

2 trays together .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00

areas of focus 1.40 (.99) 1.07 (.88) .87

empty areas 2.00 (1.25) 2.40 (1.06) .78

figures place in center .53 (.83) .53 (.74) .17

*p<.05, **p<.01

Table 7. Differences in the Use of Sandtray Space

V. Discussion and Conclusion

The objective of this research was to raise the understanding on North Korean 

adolescent defectors by providing materials showing the difference between North Korean 

adolescent defectors and South Korean adolescents, through the comparison of their 

representations in sandplay therapy. Another objective was to create basic materials on the need 

to make interventions for their psychological stability.

The two groups showed significant differences in several categories of representations in 

the sandpictures. This study identified and divided the pictures according to the following: the 

representations in sandpicture, use of sand, and use of sandtray space.

Comparing the differences in the average number of pictures that fall under each 

category/item, North Korean adolescent defectors overall created relatively more “wound tray” 
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pictures. Such results seems to be attributable to the fact that these adolescents experienced 

severance of interaction with others, fear and doubt toward others, extreme anxiety and tension

―as they had to hide their identity until safely arriving in South Korea as they are highly 

likely to be repatriated when caught―and also separation of the family members due to the 

severe economic depression at home. And while going through the period of growth without 

the presence of parents, many of these adolescents developed the belief that they were 

abandoned and thus separated themselves emotionally from their parents. Such traumatic 

emotions and attitudes are usually expressed in the form of destroyed objects or relationships 

(Jang, 2009). The North Korean adolescents also indicated their emotional disattachment 

through their verbal comments during sandplay therapy. They were not interested in recovering 

the relationship with their parents after reuniting with them in South Korea and instead missed 

their foster family and friends back home. The same reason seems to also apply to the fact 

that North Korean adolescent defectors created relatively more scenes under “isolation/loneliness” 

category.

In terms of the usage of human/animal figures and the representations of their 

relationships, South Korean adolescents had relatively more scenes that fall into the categories 

of “animal/vegetative,” “human/animal,” “union,” “paired relationship” and “self-protective/ 

assertive.” When considering that animal and vegetation figures symbolize instinctive 

psychological factors and are also symbols related to emotions (Kalff, 1996), the relatively less 

creation of “animal/vegetative” scenes by North Korean adolescent defectors could be explained 

as follows: their anxiety, experience of separation, and maladaptation to new environment have 

caused them to experience difficulties in trying to connect to their psychological aspects. Their 

patterns shown in the categories of “union” and “paired relationship” can also be explained in 

this context. The fact that North Korean adolescent defectors created relatively less scenes that 

belong to these two categories can signify that forced separation from and absence of parents 

impeded the union of their personalities/characters, and also that there is a need to “unify” the 

deprived aspects of and create a “relationship” with them.

The reason why South Korean adolescents created on average more pictures that 

belong to “self-protective/assertive” could be attributable to the fact that they are given more 
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opportunities and freedom to voice their opinions and thoughts, for example, on their rights 

to protection. South Korean adolescents grew up in an environment where autonomous 

decision-making is possible and there is a chance for people to be engaged socially. But North 

Korean adolescents who took part in the study grew up in an environment that is entirely 

different than the one in South Korea and they do not quite feel a sense of belonging in this 

unfamiliar environment. Thus they are less prone to be self-protective and assertive.

In terms of the attitude toward sand, North Korean adolescent defectors touched sand 

a relatively less number of times before creating a sandpicture. This can be seen in line with 

the fact that clients with psychological wounds and experience of deprivation are often reluctant 

to touch sand. As sand represents symbolically maternal unconscious and the body, such 

behavior could be connected to their traumas caused by separation, hunger, near-death 

experiences and so on. Touching sand demonstrates an interest toward sand (Flahive, 2012). 

The sand can symbolize the unconscious or emotions, which may indicate that active access to 

sand on the part of South Korean adolescents in the initial stage of sandplay therapy means 

that they are able to actively explore their unconscious or emotions. In addition, touching sand 

only or creating structures in primary forms could be related to the pre-verbal level.

The usage of sand was also significantly different. North Korean adolescent defectors, 

who did not use sand much in the beginning, increasingly began to use sand―even to sprinkle

―as therapy progressed. On the other hand, South Korean adolescents used sand more in the 

beginning of therapy than during therapy. As mentioned already, these North Korean 

adolescents were deprived of intimate physical contact between the mother and the child due 

to sudden separation and thus were not able to establish a secure attachment. By touching the 

sand, which symbolizes maternal functions they are reminded of their mothers' gentle touch, 

feeling both physical intimacy and emotional stability (Ammann, 1998).

In terms of using sandtray space, North Korean adolescent defectors on average 

created more pictures with empty spaces than South Korean adolescents, who made adequate 

use of the space. The reason seems to lie on the North Korean adolescent's psychological 

instability and their poor environmental surrounding in which not many opportunities were 

given to them to make decisions at their own volition. Therefore they were not able to 
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develop fully the ability to bring their inner contents from the outer world. On the other 

hand, South Korean adolescents were raised in an environment in which not only their outer 

world but also inner world was able to be filled with all sorts of knowledge and information. 

Also, task-based learning environment played a part in their usage of sandtray space.

Differences in the selection of figures were also examined. North Korean adolescent 

defectors were rather passive in exploring the figures. Instead of creating a sandpicture and 

using figures, they mostly concentrated on feeling the sand. On the contrary, South Korean 

adolescents showed eagerness in exploring the figures, and used relatively more number of 

the figures to create sandpictures. The average usage of figures that belong to different 

items/categories was also observed. North Korean adolescent defectors often used adult men and 

soldiers among human figures. They also expressed their homes by using shabby, ramshackle 

earthen houses and churches. On the other hand, South Korean adolescents used relatively 

more male and female children among human figures, water and trees among nature-related 

figures, streetlamps among physical structure-type figures, and houses among building figures. 

Homes were expressed in a range of ways.

Such result seems to be attributable to many factors. For the North Korean 

adolescents, it was the passivity, group-orientedness, closedness and submissiveness of the North 

Korean regime and people together with insecure attachment relationship caused by sudden 

absence of parents that contributed to the absence of symbolic objects (Turner, 2005). Plus, 

these adolescents were influenced by negative emotions, such as fear of losing their lives after 

escaping the communist regime. In addition, soldier figures are representations of conflict, 

aggression, struggle, power, life and death, as well as fear of extinction. It is often used to 

represent a group, or the group's emotions (Jang, etc., 2009). In that vein, the soldiers that 

these adolescents used can be regarded as holding symbolic meanings with regard to their 

growth environment, feeling conflicted about the regime, and life-or-death experiences.

As for South Korean adolescents, it can be said that they are influenced by our 

society and culture that promotes autonomy, activeness, self-centeredness, and individualism. 

They are also safely taken care of by the caregiver. We can say this based on the significant 

results in the usage of figures in sandtray: the tree symbolizes dynamic life as well as the 
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maternal principles―i.e., caregiver, guardian, supporter, etc. (Cooper, 1987)―and home 

symbolizes protection and comfort. The differences in the selection of figures between the two 

groups are attributable to their social, economic and cultural differences as well as the level of 

care and protection experienced.

This study is significant in that it provided a material that compares the 

representations in sandplay between North Korean adolescent defectors and South Korean 

adolescents and that would heighten the level of understanding on North Korean adolescent 

defectors. As one of the shortcomings of previous studies on the therapeutic process of North 

Korean adolescent defectors was the number of study participants, a large number of 

adolescents took part in this study. Also, the study conducted individual therapy for the 

participants, whereas previous studies were survey-based researches or case studies. A particularly 

notable fact is that this study chose sandplay therapy―a non-directive and non-verbal therapy

―by taking into account the special psychological conditions of North Korean adolescent 

defectors, which allowed them to focus on their emotions without being afraid of criticisms or 

judgements by others.
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