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ABSTRACT
A substantial body of research has found that social desirability
motivates respondents to overstate support for immigration when
asked directly, but when provided an unobtrusive means of
expressing preferences, support declines. In this paper, we ask
whether South Koreans follow this pattern, especially with regards
to co-ethnic migrants from North Korea and China. We use list
experiments to determine whether observed levels of support for
general immigration and co-ethnic migration are biased by social
desirability. We find that generally respondents overstate their
support for co-ethnics from North Korea by a significant amount
when asked directly, but not for the other groups, although
college-educated respondents overstate their support for general
immigration. Social desirability bias with respect to co-ethnics
from North Korea is particularly evident in older respondents and
males. These findings challenge the notion that native-born
citizens prefer co-ethnic immigrants.
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Introduction

It is an oft-stated claim that the people of North and South Korea belong to a single ethnic
nation, and that the division of the Korean peninsula since 1945 represents a historical
aberration. The concept of the two Koreas as one, and of national unification as both a
historical inevitability and the supreme Korean virtue, is repeated by governments, in
classrooms, and on the street. It is the basis of Seoul’s unification discourse and the con-
stitutional claim that the Republic of Korea (South Korea) is the sole legitimate ruler of the
peninsula (a mantle that Pyongyang also claims for North Korea, known officially as the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea). When polled, a majority of South Koreans articu-
late an affinity for the pan-Korean nation, assert the need for North–South unification,
and give reasonably positive views of those who leave North Korea and resettle in the
South (Jeong et al. 2018).

There is, however, a body of literature that points to the status of incoming North
Koreans as outsiders, and as subject to differentiated treatment from not only the South
Korean state (Choe 2018), but also from South Korean society at large (Hough 2017).
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Testimony from North Korean defector-migrants1 about their lives in South Korea shows
that, seemingly contrary to polling data, they are treated differently to native-born South
Koreans, and frequently rather poorly (Kim and Yoon 2015). When asked, some – see-
mingly many – newcomers say they feel they are merely regarded as, and treated like,
just another immigrant group. One defector-migrant interviewed by us in 2016 explained,
‘South Koreans claim we are one, based on our common ancestry, but in reality, they see us
as a part of a multicultural Korea. We are like immigrants’. All of which serves to highlight
an apparent gap between South Koreans’ stated preferences vis-à-vis North Korean co-
ethnic arrivals and the daily treatment afforded to those same co-ethnics.2

What might explain the observable divergence between South Koreans’ stated prefer-
ences and actual behaviour? One possible conclusion, especially regarding North
Korean defector-migrants, is that survey respondents simply fail to live up to their
stated preferences in practice. Another is that these polling data are not an accurate reflec-
tion of South Koreans’ true preferences. Do respondents feel able to say what they actually
think when asked directly, as they invariably are, or are their responses altered by social
desirability bias, meaning that polling data does not reflect actual preferences?

And what about South Koreans’ opinion towards immigration to their country in
general? To what extent might support for all immigration be biased by a similar desire
to provide a socially acceptable answer? Cross-national polls on national identity and
immigration present a positive picture, suggesting that South Koreans respondents are
as accepting of newcomers, and in some cases more so, than those from more diverse
and equally democratic societies (Boyon 2018, 14–23; Poushter, Feteerfolf, and Tamir
2019). But research indicates that such data can be biased as well (cf. Janus 2010;
Creighton, Jamal, and Malancu 2015).

In this paper, we employ list experiments to determine whether observed levels of
support for different types of immigration into South Korea are biased by social desirabil-
ity. Specifically, we ask if direct questions about support for immigration reflect true pre-
ferences, or if social desirability leads South Korean respondents to preference falsification,
and if so, with what implications. We examine levels of support for immigration overall, as
well as that of North Korean defector-migrants and also of a second, much larger group of
co-ethnic migrants to South Korea, the ethnically Korean Joseonjok (or Chinese Koreans).
Looking across social groups, we also consider whether there are any heterogeneous treat-
ment effects.

Overall, we find evidence of social desirability bias in answers to direct questions about
defector-migrants. Respondents profess relatively high levels of support for co-ethnics
from North Korea when asked directly, but when asked indirectly via the list, support
declines considerably. Conversely, direct and indirect estimates are not significantly
different for general immigration or co-ethnics from China. The findings suggest
specific social expectations about how one is expected to think about defector-migrants,
but not about Chinese Koreans, raising doubts about the applicability of ethnic capital
as a way to explain respondent preferences. When treatment effects are considered
across social groups, we also find evidence that college-educated respondents overstate
their support for immigration overall, in addition to that for defector-migrants.3 Social
desirability bias in the direct estimates about co-ethnics from North Korea is also particu-
larly evident in older respondents and males. The findings presented in this paper chal-
lenge the notion of a general co-ethnic preference for new immigrants. The results also
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show that, in South Korea, citizens are conditioned to support North Korean migration,
when in fact their support for this group is no higher than it is for general immigrants.

Immigration and South Korea

Immigration has emerged as a polarizing issue in many economically developed countries.
Clashes at the United States-Mexico border and southern entry points of the EU are
among the most visually affecting examples of a trend that has thrust the topic up the pol-
itical agenda. In several advanced economies, political entrepreneurs have successfully
channel popular ambivalence or hostility toward newcomers (Norris and Inglehart 2019).

It is therefore interesting that South Koreans appear relatively sanguine about their
rising immigrant population, even as it has brought with it noteworthy social, economic,
and demographic changes. In 1995, the foreign resident population of South Korea, a cat-
egory that counts both temporary and permanent residents, was just 0.24 percent of the
national population (Lim 2017). A little over two decades later in 2018 it was 2.36
million, 4.6 percent of the national population, a 20-fold increase and rising.4 According
to recent data on the composition of the permanent resident migrant population in South
Korea, almost one-third of all immigrants (497,656) are Chinese Koreans (the aforemen-
tioned Joseonjok) and 14 percent are Chinese (not ethnically Korean; a further 212,072).
By comparison, the North Korean defector-migrant population of South Korea is small,
numbering just 31,339 in 2017.5

Influential think tanks, frequently utilizing government funding, have produced reports
purporting to demonstrate that immigration is essential to securing the future of the
national economy – threatened as it is by a rapidly ageing population. One study by the
Korea Economic Research Institute (KERI) warned that the number of immigrants
living in the country would have to rise to almost 5 million by 2020 and more than 17
million by 2060 to ensure that population growth rose to and then remained above repla-
cement rate (Cho and Kang 2015, 84–88).6 Another report published by the IOM
Migration Research and Training Centre reached a comparable conclusion, estimating
that 4.8 million foreign workers by 2040 would be needed to maintain current rates of
GDP growth (around three percent per annum since 20177) that the country currently
enjoys (Kang et al. 2015, 162).8

Although a restrictive visa regime means that South Korea will fall well short of the
2020 target of 5 million immigrants that the KERI study’s findings suggest is necessary,
the government in Seoul has been quick to support those immigrants who do enter the
country and advocates the notion of South Korea as an increasingly multicultural
society. As Kim (2015, 730) notes, state institutions and key political figures are swift to
emphasize the value of newcomers. At the national and local levels, efforts are made to
integrate immigrants, especially those who marry South Korean citizens, into the national
community through education and other support activities (Kim 2016).

There is little open contestation in South Korean society over the appropriateness of
this approach. Public opinion would appear to be broadly supportive with over two-
thirds of respondents to the South Korean state-funded 2018 ‘Citizens Multiculturalism
Acceptance Survey’ indicating that they were unconcerned by, or perhaps indifferent, to
immigration and that current immigrant numbers seemed appropriate. Over 76 percent
of respondents said that immigrants neither made the country better or worse to live
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in, and more than 64 percent did not mind whether immigrants became their neighbours
(Kim et al. 2018, 297–299). Cross-national surveys find South Koreans’ views on immigra-
tion, diversity, and nationality to align closely with those of diverse, democratic societies
(Boyon 2018; Poushter, Feteerfolf, and Tamir 2019).

However, there is also evidence that all groups of newcomers are not regarded as equal,
not only by the South Korean immigration system but also by society at large. Survey data
suggests South Koreans prefer co-ethnics over non-Korean migrants (Yoon 2016).9

Accordingly, social norms surrounding co-ethnics and the country’s visa system uphold
and reproduce a hierarchical notion of citizenship. Here there is a skills component,
with less-skilled ethnic Koreans – principally from China – accorded lower status and
granted fewer rights and benefits than Korean Americans, who are seen as the most desir-
able co-ethnic group (Lee and Chien 2017; Lim and Seol 2018; Seol and Skrentny 2009).
Seol and Skrentny (2009), Choi (2016) and Oh and Oh (2016) demonstrate how this
ethnic hierarchy determined largely by country of origin is reflected in both policy and
popular opinion and reflected in cultural productions.

Given the conditional nature of South Korean multiculturalism, specifically the impor-
tance ascribed to transferable skills and relative status, it is at least somewhat surprising
that South Koreans show high levels of support for the resettlement of North Korean
defector-migrants. This is a group whose members speak fluent Korean,10 but are other-
wise unskilled newcomers from a low-status country who are known to face significant
difficulties in making economic adjustments post-resettlement (Yu et al. 2012; Kim,
Lee, and Kim 2013; Kim and Lee 2018).11 In spite of the costs associated with resettlement,
which almost exclusively fall upon the taxpayers, surveys find that South Korean respon-
dents report high levels of closeness to North Korean refugees relative to most other immi-
grant groups (Jeong et al. 2018, 312–318). Most South Koreans also profess to have a
positive view of North Korean refugees as potential friends and neighbours (Lee et al.
2018), and support their migration over that of other co-ethnic groups, like Chinese
Koreans (Ha, Cho, and Kang 2016).12

It is largely assumed that respondents do not conceal their true preferences when sur-
veyed about immigration in general and co-ethnic immigration in particular. This is,
however, a questionable premise. The expectation that co-ethnics, especially defector-
migrants, ought to be supported is a clearly ingrained feature of South Korean society.
There is every reason to believe that respondents may provide socially conditioned
responses rather than their real opinions due to the sensitivity of the topic. It is less
clear that South Koreans are expected to profess greater support for immigration in
general (immigration as a salient phenomenon is a recent development), but here, too,
further investigation is warranted. Social expectations and desirability pose a critical chal-
lenge to observational data, but also an opportunity to determine where it impacts
opinions and why.

Social desirability bias and list experiments

List experiments (also known as the ‘item count technique’) have been used widely in the
social sciences to make estimates about support for or opposition to sensitive issues, or the
actual incidence of risky or socially taboo behaviours. The technique counters the fact that
when respondents believe it is socially undesirable to admit to supporting a sensitive or
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controversial attitude or admit to having engaged in a particular behaviour, they are more
likely to falsify their true beliefs or behaviours (Krumpal 2013).13

The list experiment approach has been used to estimate the effects of both social desir-
ability bias and to estimate the actual prevalence of a wide range of different phenomena.
These include politically sensitive matters such as vote buying (Gonzalez-Octanos et al.
2012), reported voter turnout (Holbrook and Krosnick 2010), as well as risky social beha-
viours like sexual behaviour and alcohol consumption (LaBrie and Earleywine 2000;
Walsh and Braithwaite 2008), and politically and socially taboo activities such as anti-
gay hate crime rates amongst college students (Rayburn, Earleywine, and Davison 2003).

The list technique has also been used to ascertain views on race and matters related to
views of the national community in the United States. These include attempts to measure
opposition to affirmative action (Kuklinski et al. 1997; Gilens, Sniderman, and Kuklinski
1998), opposition to a black person becoming President of the United States (Martinez
and Craig 2010), and opposition to a Jewish candidate becoming President/Vice President
of the United States (Kane, Craig, and Wald 2004).

Important to the research presented here, research into attitudes toward immigration
has also benefited from the use of list experiments. Janus (2010) finds a desire to restrict
immigration even amongst more well-educated US respondents. In a US context, where
higher levels of education are often believed to be associated with greater tolerance for
immigration (Burns and Gimpel 2000), this demonstrates the power of social desirability
bias in observational survey data that explore the sensitive topic of immigration, and the
potential for list experiments to detect such bias. Conversely, Donnelly (2017) considers
support for immigration and the acceptance of Syrian refugees to Canada, finding little
difference between direct and indirect methods of estimating support.

Creighton, Jamal, and Malancu (2015) use a list experiment to determine true levels of
support for stopping all immigration in order to obtain a more accurate estimate of the
relative prevalence of such sentiments. Their results indicate, interestingly, that social
desirability bias distorts survey responses less after the Global Financial Crisis of 2008,
with respondents being less prone to lie about being opposed to banning all immigration
after the crisis. The authors’ work indicates that major political and economic events can
make some views less socially undesirable. Conversely, An (2015) finds evidence commen-
surate with Janus (2010), that Americans, especially the better educated, are prone to social
desirability effects when answering questions about immigration. When asked directly, 72
percent of university graduates say they oppose immigration restrictions, but this number
plummets to 38 percent when estimated using a list experiment design (An 2015, 465).

This paper uses list experiments to ascertain whether observational survey data that
appears to reveal South Korean support for co-ethnic immigration is subject to social
desirability bias. It looks at levels of support for immigration in general alongside that
for two co-ethnic groups: North Korean defector-migrants and Chinese Koreans. These
three groups were deliberately chosen. Attitudes to immigration overall reveal the
extent to which immigration is a salient topic, such that respondents might be uncomfor-
table admitting an opinion contra South Korea’s status as an open and middle power with
a commitment to democratic international norms. North Korean defector-migrants were
chosen as representing a normatively desirable co-ethnic group, given peninsula history,
cultural and ethnic commonalities, and the fact that the acceptance of this group is widely
promoted as a civic virtue. We chose Chinese Koreans as the third group because they are
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co-ethnics, and therefore, if Korean ethnic nationalism were to motivate opinions across
cases, would also be considered part of the Korean ethnic nation and thus viewed similarly
to North Koreans.

The personal cost of falsifying responses on surveys is negligible, while being honest
may cause what many survey respondents see as unnecessary discomfort. In the South
Korean case, avoiding such discomfort would mean professing a view in line with
liberal international norms on general immigration to South Korea, and giving support
for co-ethnics in particular. This could then mask the absence of a strong sense of
ethnic solidarity. Absent evidence to the contrary, the assumption is that respondents
do not falsify preferences when asked directly. This is, after all, the assumption behind
observation survey methods, but it is clear why respondents may choose to conceal
their true beliefs. The logical discussion is about why Koreans falsify their preferences,
not about why they do not. Thus, our main hypotheses read as follows:

H1: South Koreans falsify their preferences when asked about immigration in general.

H2: South Koreans falsify their preferences when asked about co-ethnic immigration.

In addition to our empirical expectations outlined above, we have reason to believe that
not all social groups will respond similarly when given an unobtrusive way of expressing
their opinion. Age, education, and gender may mediate the experimental interventions.
The justification for our belief is both general and theoretical, but also specific to the
South Korean context.

First, literature on immigration attitudes finds significant differences in opinion by age
or generations (Norris and Inglehart 2019, 175–212), with younger people generally
showing greater support for immigration in general, a finding confirmed for South
Korea by Denney (2019, 71–78). Campbell (2016) and Denney (2019) show that
younger South Koreans are less likely to hold an ethno-national conception of nationhood
and belonging. That is, there is less of an expectation for younger Koreans to show co-eth-
nicity solidarity. Yet, it remains unclear whether young people’s observed levels of support
reflect their true preferences or a social expectation that, as a young(er) person, one ought
to support immigration. We thus add the following hypotheses for empirical testing:

H3: Younger South Koreans falsify their preferences when asked about immigration in general.

H4: Younger South Koreans falsify their preferences when asked about co-ethnic immigration.

Similarly, studies point to the importance of education on attitudes towards immigra-
tion (Krysan 1998). Given their experiences in higher education, college-educated citizens
are understood as holding more open and progressive views on immigration (Gaasholt
and Togeby 1995; Sorensen and Krahn 1996). This view enjoys fairly robust empirical
support (Mayda 2006; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007). However, as explored above, An
(2015) and Janus (2010) find that college-educated Americans are more prone to overstate
their support for immigration when asked directly, likely due to the university experience
and social expectations associated with being an educated citizen.

It stands to reason that a similar social expectation exists in South Korea. What we
expect regarding college-educated attitudes towards co-ethnics is less clear, but research
shows that education and ethno-national conceptions of national belonging are negatively
associated (Chang and Wang 2005; Kunovich 2009), meaning that educated citizens in

1674 S. DENNEY ET AL.



South Korea likely feel less obliged to support co-ethnics, and may even find doing so
undesirable. They would therefore be less likely to conceal true preferences if asked
directly. To address possible heterogeneous effects by education, we add two additional
hypotheses:

H5: College-educated South Koreans falsify their preferences when asked about immigration in
general.

H6: College-educated South Koreans falsify their preferences when asked about co-ethnic
immigration.

Lastly, we view gender as a crucial mediating variable. The mediating effects of gender
on attitudes to immigration have been reviewed in studies of immigration attitudes in
Europe and the United States (Fussell 2014; Ponce 2017), finding contradictory evidence
about male and female attitudes. There is ample reason for closer investigation in the case
of South Korea. As Moon (2005) shows, Korean nationhood and identity are rigidly gen-
dered. Men, in particular, are seen as holding highly patriarchal views (Kim 2006) and, due
primarily to mandatory military service, militaristic and/or nationalistic views on nation-
hood (Kwon 2001). There are, we theorize, much stronger expectations placed on South
Korean men to support co-ethnic migrants (ethno-national nationhood) but not immigra-
tion overall (a threat to male-dominated social conventions).

H7: Male South Koreans falsify their preferences when asked about immigration in general.

H8: Male South Koreans falsify their preferences when asked about co-ethnic immigration.

Design, questions, and data

In the list experiments employed here, respondents are randomly assigned to one of the
two types of lists and then asked to report the number of items they are opposed to
(not which ones). All lists contain mundane, non-sensitive items. Of three possible lists,
two contain sensitive immigration items, and the control list consists of only non-sensitive
items. The unobtrusive nature of the design gives respondents plausibility deniability in
not opposing an item society might otherwise expect them to oppose (e.g. not accepting
North Korean defector-migrants). Respondents were introduced to the list as follows:

Below is a list of things that some people oppose or are against. Please count how many of
them you oppose and input the number below.

Respondents were then shown one of the three lists. The group shown the list containing
only mundane items serves as the control group. These items include the following:

. The Korean government increasing aid to the poor

. Movie stars making millions of dollars per year

. Large corporations polluting the environment

Respondents in the treatment groups were shown one of the following sensitive items:

. Halting all immigration to South Korea
or
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. Halting North Korean defectors from entering South Korea
or

. Halting Chinese Koreans from entering South Korea

Following the recommendation of Kramon and Weghorst (2019) and Blair and Imai
(2012), direct questions were shown to all respondents. Prior to the list, all respondents
were asked to answer whether they ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘don’t know’ regarding the
extreme policy measure. The direct questions, and possible answers, read as follows:

Would you support or oppose stopping all immigration into South Korea?
- Oppose
- Neither support nor oppose
- Support

Would you support or oppose stopping the entry of North Korean defectors into South
Korea?

- Oppose
- Neither support nor oppose
- Support

Would you support or oppose stopping the entry of Chinese Koreans into South Korea?
- Oppose
- Neither support nor oppose
- Support

We count those who disagree as one, else zero, yielding a proportion of respondents
who support general immigration, North Korean defector-migrants, or Chinese Korean
immigrants. Those who are coded as ‘0’ should not be understood as supporting the
extreme policy measure proposed but read as not opposing it. Consistent with existing
data, ambivalence is a popular position.14

Since the sensitive questions ask about one’s opposition to halting immigration or entry
of a specific group, higher number estimates can be read as being more pro-immigrant or
an expression of solidarity with a co-ethnic group (North Korean defectors and Chinese
Koreans). Following similar list experiment designs (Gilens, Sniderman, and Kuklinski
1998; Janus 2010; Creighton, Jamal, and Malancu 2015), the difference in proportions
between the direct and indirect responses are used to determine whether social desirability
bias is present in responses to direct questioning. A statistically significant and substantive
difference between the proportions would constitute evidence that respondents over- or
possibly under-estimate their support for immigration when asked directly.

The questions were administered in three immigration attitudes surveys between
December 2018 and May 2019 with Rakuten Insights’ South Korea panel.15 Each survey
contained a battery of immigration questions and the list experiments. 1,008 respondents
participated in both the first (December 2018) and second (February 2019) surveys, which
are referred to as panels A and B, respectively. The lists for panels A and B contain sensi-
tive items for general immigration and defector-migrants. A total of 410 participated in the
third survey (May 2019), or Panel C. Only participants from panel C were exposed to the
sensitive item for Chinese Koreans (they were not asked about general immigration). An
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overview of the survey questions, descriptive statistics for the direct questions explored
here, and balance testing by control and treatment groups is provided in Appendix B of
the Supplementary Information.

Estimating opposition to immigration

Difference-in-means

Simple analysis of the list experiment is done using a difference-in-means estimator (Imai
2011). In this method, the difference in the average number of items opposed in the
control group (items 1-3) is subtracted from the average number of items opposed in
the treatment group (one of the three lists with sensitive items). Given the assumptions
described above, the difference-in-means estimation yields an unbiased proportion of
respondents who disagree with the sensitive items (i.e. support immigration). The differ-
ence between the list proportion and the average score from the direct question indicates
the presence (or absence) of social desirability bias. Higher estimates from the direct ques-
tions would indicate that respondents overstate their support due to social desirability.

Figure 1 shows the list estimates and direct averages for sensitive items across panels.
Averages from the direct questions for the sensitive items indicate that respondents have a
relatively high level of support for North Korean defector-migrants. Whereas only 30–35
percent of respondents oppose barring immigration altogether or halting the immigration
of Chinese Koreans, between 48 and 50 percent of respondents oppose barring entry to
North Korean defector-migrants. Co-ethnics from North Korea are clearly the most pre-
ferred group among those considered. However, when we compare direct estimates to the
list-based averages, the findings change considerably.

The list experiment findings based on the difference-in-means estimation indicate that
respondents’ true preferences are concealed when asked directly about North Korean

Figure 1. Difference–in–Means: South Korean Attitudes Towards Immigration by Panel, Immigrant, and
Question Type. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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defector-migrants. The difference in proportions between the list and direct question for
the North Korean defector-migrant item are substantial across all three panels. When
asked directly, 50 percent of all respondents in Panel A said they opposed halting the
entry of North Korean defectors. The level of support for this group declines to 31
percent when respondents are asked the same question in an unobtrusive way – a 29 per-
centage point (pp) difference. In panels B and C, the differences are even larger at 36pp
and 31pp, respectively. Respondents do not, however, show any difference in opinion
by method of inquiry regarding general immigration or Chinese Koreans. There is appar-
ently no social pressure to conform to a particular view; true preferences regarding
Chinese Koreans are revealed when asked directly.

Multivariate analysis

Advances in methods (Imai 2011; Blair and Imai 2012) show that using a maximum-like-
lihood estimator (MLE) yields a completer and more efficient estimate. The MLE is con-
sidered superior to the conventional difference-in-means technique as it uses all
information from the joint distribution and permits researchers to conduct multivariate
analysis. We employ the MLE here, with controls included for age, education, and
gender. Using the same model parameters as the MLE, a generalized linear model
(GLM) is used for estimating proportions on the direct question. Again, we compare
the difference between the two proportions to determine whether respondents are falsify-
ing their true preferences when asked about a sensitive issue directly. Tabular output for
the model estimates, including outcomes of means tests of differences, is provided in
Appendix B.16

Figure 2 shows the estimated proportion of respondents who oppose halting immigra-
tion for all immigrants or a co-ethnic group. Comparing the ML and GLM estimates, we

Figure 2. Maximum Likehood Estimator South Korean Attitudes Towards Immigration by Panel, Immi-
grant, and Question Type. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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find again that across all three panels South Korean respondents overestimate their level of
solidarity with North Korean defector-migrants.17 In this case, the difference is anywhere
from 14–29 percent. Panels A and C show 14 and 18 percentage point (pp) differences
between direct and list estimations, respectively, while panel B shows a 29pp difference.
It is unclear why there are such significant differences between panel A and the others,
but the core finding is consistent across the panels: when asked directly respondents over-
state their support for co-ethnics from North Korea. The evidence presented here suggests
that South Koreans are socially conditioned to express a higher degree of solidarity with
North Korean defector-migrants than they would otherwise state given an unobtrusive
way of expressing their preference.

Conversely, and as observed with the difference-in-means estimation, respondents do
not overstate support for co-ethnics from China; directly expressing one’s true preference
towards this group is acceptable. In fact, one may be expected to express less solidarity with
Chinese Koreans when asked directly. There is an 8pp difference between the list and
direct estimates for the Chinese Koreans item, but in the direction opposite that of
North Korean defector-migrants. The difference, however interesting, is not statistically
significant (p-value <.05).

In panels A and B, the differences in proportions for halting all immigration to South
Korea are 2-3pp; they are neither statistically nor substantively different. The evidence
indicates there is no desire to conceal true preferences about immigration in general.
The absence of statistically significant differences in proportions for all immigration pro-
vides strong corroborating evidence of social desirability bias in direct estimates about
North Korean co-ethnics. We find no evidence that either of the core assumptions of
the list experiment explained above are violated.18

Lastly, for purposes of statistical precision and simplicity in presenting the main
findings, we pool panels A and B. The new dataset contains 2,016 observations. Because
of differences in design/questions, Panel C (which include the Chinese Korean group) is
excluded.19 Using identical ML and GLM model parameters as above, plus a survey
panel fixed effect variable (to correct for panel differences), we re-estimate opposition
to barring general immigrants and defector-migrants. Figure 3 shows a 23-percentage
point difference in averages between direct and list estimates for North Korean defec-
tor-migrants. The difference (1pp) for all immigrants is insignificant, statistically and sub-
stantively (see findings in tabular form and significance tests overview in the Appendix).
The social desirability bias in direct estimates of support for North Korean defector-
migrants is clear. In fact, if the list estimates are taken as the true, unbiased preferences
of South Korean respondents, then there is less support for defector-migrants (26
percent) than general immigrants (32 percent).

Heterogeneous treatment effects

Using the standard difference-in-means and maximum likelihood estimators, we find evi-
dence of social desirability bias in estimates for support of defector-migrants using direct
questions. Are there any heterogeneous treatment effects? In this section, we re-estimate
the maximum likelihood models on the pooled sample by age cohorts, education, and
gender. For age cohorts, we use three levels: ages 18-29, 30-59, and 60 and older.20

Next, those with some college education are compared to those without, to empirically
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resolve whether having a college-education means one is more likely to falsify preferences.
Lastly, we look for evidence of gender effects, especially among men. Tabular output,
including significance testing, is included in Appendix B.

Figure 4 shows heterogeneous treatment effects by age cohorts. First, for questions
regarding all immigrants, we observe some differences between direct and indirect esti-
mates for all cohorts, but only in the case of those middle aged (30-59) is the list/direct
difference (11pp) statistically significant. However, for questions regarding defector-

Figure 3. Maximum Likehood Estimator South Korean Attitudes Towards Immigration by Panel, Immi-
grant, and Question Type. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 4. South Korean Attitudes Towards Defectors by Age Cohort, Immigrant, and Question
Type. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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migrant entry, we find clear evidence of social desirability effects. Those 30 and older are
clearly motivated to conceal their true preferences towards co-ethnics from North Korea.
The difference for both the middle age and older cohort is 24pp and 27pp, respectively. For
the 18–29 age cohort, there is little difference between the direct and indirect point esti-
mates (4pp). The main takeaway here is that young South Koreans do not falsify their pre-
ferences regarding co-ethnics (from North Korea) or general immigrants.

Do effects differ by educational cohorts? In Figure 5, we look at differences between
those with at least some college education to those without. We find evidence that
college-educated respondents overstate their support for immigration; the 11pp difference
is statistically significant. Those without any college education, however, do not conceal
true preferences when asked directly. For defector-migrants, both groups overstate their
support when asked directly. Interestingly, those with some college overstate their
support more than those without by 6pp.

Lastly, we determine whether there are any differences by gender, with a focus on males.
In Figure 6, we see notable differences in treatment effects by gender, with men overstating
their support for immigration when asked directly by 17pp (females do not). Males also
hugely overstate their support for defector-migrants (a 34pp direct-list difference) com-
pared to females (only 11pp). The gendered differences are notable, but not surprising.
The literature cited above indicates that opinions regarding national identity and nation-
hood are gendered, and in a way that gives rise to strong male social expectations. We tie
the findings from this section on heterogeneous treatment effects with the overall findings
from the research in the conclusion and discussion section, to which we now turn.

Conclusion and discussion

Our research findings indicate that social desirability effects with respect to immigration
attitudes manifest in Korea. This occurs with specific, locally conditioned characteristics,
some of which contrast with conventional understandings of Korean society and culture.

Figure 5. South Korean Attitudes Towards Defectors by Education, Immigrant, and Question Type. Error
bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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First, we find no evidence of social desirability bias in direct estimates of support for
general immigration. South Koreans see little reason to falsify their preferences on this
topic. Conversely, we find substantial social desirability bias in the estimates based on
direct questions about barring North Korean defector-migrant entry to South Korea.
When asked directly, approximately half of respondents said they oppose the extreme
policy measure, but when asked indirectly, results fell into line with attitudes toward
doing the same for both the all immigrants and Chinese Korean groups.

In other words, contrary to regularly articulated preferences in support of North
Korean arrivals, defector-migrants are viewed no differently than other immigrants.
The results presented indicate that support for North Korean migration is no lower or
higher than that of migration in general, or indeed for Chinese Korean migration.
These attitudes are arguably a consequence of multicultural notions of citizenship that
de-emphasize ethnicity. Co-ethnic solidarity appears to have given way to relative indiffer-
ence toward the ethnic identity of migrants.

Interestingly, ambivalent attitudes are masked by social desirability bias to differing
extents among social groups, with additional and notable effects being discovered. First,
we show that those aged 18–29 are the only group for whom there is not definitive evi-
dence of social desirability in stated preferences toward defector-migrants immigrating
to South Korea. This is an interesting and important finding that provides corroborating
support for research indicating that there is an active de-linking of ethnicity from national
identity for younger South Koreans and, therefore, less support for pan-Korean con-
ceptions of identity and belonging (cf. Campbell 2016; Denney 2019). The 18–29 age
cohort apparently feel little or no pressure to meet the social expectation to express
ethnic solidarity with North Korean co-ethnics, unlike their elders.

We also find evidence that college-educated respondents overstate their support for
general immigration when asked directly, which is in keeping with findings from the
United States (Janus 2010; An 2015). Additionally, better-educated South Koreans are,

Figure 6. South Korean Attitudes Towards Defectors by Gender, Immigrant, and Question Type. Error
bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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relative to their less-educated peers, also greatly affected by social expectations to express
solidarity with co-ethnics from North Korea. The university experience in South Korea
would appear to further entrench social expectations about how one ought to think
about co-ethnics from North Korea.

Finally, we also show evidence of a unique gender effect, where males – and only males
– overstate their support of general immigration if asked directly. There is also a far greater
difference for males than females between the direct and indirect estimates regarding
defector-migrants, indicating that men exhibit greater social desirability bias in their
answers to the direct question. As far as support for defector-migrants is concerned,
this phenomenon may have something to do with expectations about co-ethnic solidarity
instilled during mandatory military service, a nationalistic experience that applies only to
males. For general immigration, the answer is not obvious. There is a case to be made, and
supported here, that South Korea is a strictly gendered society, more so than others (cf.
Moon 2005). Much more so than females, South Korean males show evidence of strongly
instilled social desirability biases, even though their true preferences, as revealed through
the list, are effectively similar to females. There is clearly more work to be done here.

That the effects we found for North Korean migrants were not present for Chinese
Koreans shows that not all co-ethnic migration is subject to social desirability bias, and
that at a minimum, the contours of Korean ethnic nationalism are open to debate. The
reasons for the lack of support shown to Chinese Koreans deserve further research, but
we can speculate as to why respondents may feel less obliged by social pressures to hide
indifference or skepticism for migration of co-ethnics from China. Chinese Koreans are
citizens of a large, nearby country with which South Korea has significant areas of political
and economic difference. Until the establishment of diplomatic relations between Seoul
and Beijing in 1992, the Chinese Korean community had far deeper links to North
Korea than the South. Even today, Seoul makes little effort to foster a social obligation
to express solidarity with this group; it does not finance programs aimed at fostering
national solidarity with overseas Koreans to anything approaching the same extent as it
does with so-called ‘unification education’ (Green and Epstein 2013). The result appears
to be that in South Korean eyes, Chinese Koreans remain Chinese first, and Korean second.

What, then, do the research findings mean broadly? We propose two main takeaways.
First, there is a disconnect between elite and public opinion regarding the long-standing
concept of a pan-Korean nation. Evidence presented in this paper demonstrates a popular
skepticism about the existing elite-driven consensus surrounding the goal of bringing
about Korean unification and pressure, manifested in the constitution, to accept and
support North Korean defector-migrant resettlement. South Koreans are not as sanguine
about the resettlement of North Korean co-ethnics as is commonly believed. Our results
indicate that certain public policy measures (e.g. unification education) may no longer
have – if those measures ever had – the desired impact of cultivating a more supportive
view of newcomers from North Korea. Creating taboos around the issue (i.e. ‘true’
Koreans support co-ethnics from the North) has served to occlude true preferences, but
perhaps not to change them. In fact, the findings presented in this research suggest that
South Koreans may see North Korean defector-migrants as little different to other immi-
grant groups in the costs and benefits they create for South Korean society.

Second, our results indicate that the kinds of existing observational (survey) techniques
that are widely used in South Korea are problematic, at best, for gathering data about
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sensitive issues relating to North Korea. That we find evidence of social desirability bias in
answers to sensitive questions is not a new finding, per se, yet we see no evidence that
public opinion analysis, especially as it relates to North Korea, takes this into account.
If South Korean respondents are more likely to falsify their responses regarding opposition
to ending North Korean defector-migrant immigration, they may also be predisposed to
do so on other sensitive questions. While the research presented here focuses on co-ethnic
migration only, it stands to reason that social desirability would affect survey responses to
related questions, including those about unification and North Korea policy. The research
findings should therefore be noteworthy for those interested in conducting research on
social integration of defector-migrants (or other co-ethnics) into South Korea and the
potential future unification of the two Koreas.

Future South Korean government policy seems set to encourage immigration as a
policy response to the country’s low birth-rate and labor-market demands. As the immi-
grant population continues to grow, it will be intriguing to observe how this impacts atti-
tudes and social expectations regarding other newcomers to the country. Researchers and
policymakers alike may wish to be more mindful of social desirability bias than is currently
the case, and take the appropriate steps to take its effects into consideration when studying
South Korean attitudes towards the immigration of co-ethnics and non-Koreans alike.

Notes

1. A term meaning those North Koreans who escape from their country and resettle in South
Korea. We use the term in this paper without any intent to transmit a political message of any
kind; only, ‘defector-migrant’ conveys the wide range of possible motivations behind acts of
abandoning North Korea for a different life in the South; it achieves this more accurately, we
believe, than either ‘defector’ or ‘migrant’ (though we occasionally use ‘migrant’ for readabil-
ity), the neologism ‘saetomin’, meaning ‘new settler’, or ‘Bukhan ital jumin’, meaning ‘resi-
dent [of South Korea] who left North Korea’.

2. Authors’ interview with North Korean defector-migrant, Seoul, ROK, June 2016.
3. Sample size limitations preclude us from exploring treatment effects for the Chinese Korean

group.
4. Korea Immigration Service, http://www.index.go.kr/potal/main/EachDtlPageDetail.do?idx_

cd=2756 (last accessed August 4, 2019).
5. Immigration data is based on 2017 numbers provided by the Ministry of the Interior and

Safety and 2018 data from the Ministry of Unification on defector-migrants.
6. Growth rates will nonetheless decline, but on current trends, only through the introduction

of an immigrant population equating to around one-third of the entire population will econ-
omic stagnation be avoided post-2050.

7. World Bank data. See: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?end=
2018&locations=KR&start=1961&view=chart

8. This would equate to a more than four-fold increase in the number of foreign workers and
would result in non-Koreans accounting for approximately 10% of the population.

9. This can be viewed as a function of co-ethnic capital (cf. Kim 2016).
10. It is true that there are some differences between the dialects of Korean spoken in North and

South, but the two are still recognizably variations of Korean and mutually understood with
only modest effort.

11. It is important to note that unlike other co-ethnic migrants and other migrant groups, this
group is also accepted unconditionally by the South Korean state, becoming citizens by
right under the constitution. This normative component cannot be omitted from
consideration.
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12. Although those Chinese Koreans who migrate to South Korea for work, study, or marriage
usually do speak Korean – a dialect inflected by a history of migration from nearby Ham-
gyeong Province – they do not share the same constitutionally mandated right to Republic
of Korea citizenship, and many report being treated more like migrant labor than part of
the national fabric. Their treatment is primarily a reflection of Korean economic needs,
but China’s role is also salient. See Choi (2016, 256–258) and Seol and Skrentny (2009).

13. Similar techniques include endorsement experiments (Bullock, Imai, and Shapiro 2011) and
the randomized response technique (Warner 1965; Blair, Imai, and Zhou 2015). The research
presented here uses only the list experiment.

14. Exact question wording and an overview of the descriptive statistics for the direct questions
are provided in Appendices A and B of the Supplementary Information (SI) document for
this article.

15. Using the most recent census (2015), quotas based on age, gender, and geography were set for
the opt-in panels. All respondents are native-born Koreans and currently reside in the
country. See Appendix A in the Supplementary Information for more information.

16. The list-direct comparisons were subjected to a means tests of differences, an integrated func-
tion part of the ‘list’ package in R we used to conduct our analysis. Fore more, see: https://
cran.r-project.org/web/packages/list/list.pdf

17. See Appendix A for specific question wording and variable construction.
18. To determine whether we reject the null hypothesis of no design effect, we use the proposed

statistical tests set forth by Blair and Imai (2012, 62–65), finding no evidence of design effects.
Further, examining the distribution of responses for the list experiments across the control
and treatment (see Appendix B), we also conclude that there are no ceiling or floor effects.

19. Results from balance testing for the combined samples is provided in Appendix B.
20. South Koreans who go into higher education (which varies at around 70 percent of those eli-

gible) spend four years in university, and few combine education and employment (OECD
2019). Males must additionally spend a maximum of one year and nine months in the mili-
tary. Graduates therefore generally enter the workforce later than in other countries, at or
around mid- to late-20s. The early 30s are thus initial, prime working years of young
South Koreans, and this is evident from the difference in labor force participation rates
between South Koreans in their 20s, only 60% of whom were engaged in economic activity
in March 2020, whereas rates for people in their 30s-50s were all nearly 80%, with a steep
drop post-60 to 43% (Statistics Korea 2020).
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