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ABSTRACT 

 
North Korean refugees living in South Korea 
frequently adopt a Standard Seoul accent to avoid 
stigmatization, but in New Malden (London, UK), 
they are an active part of the large Korean 
community. In this study, we investigate 
accommodation in North Koreans in New Malden, 
focussing on the vowel /ʌ/, which is produced 
differently in North and South Korean accents. 

Results demonstrate that whilst age of arrival in 
South Korea affects production of /ʌ/, identity drives 
the outcome of accommodation. In read speech, those 
who left North Korea before age 16yrs (early leavers) 
patterned more closely with South Koreans than did 
late leavers. However, in a conversational task, both 
groups diverged from rather than converged to their 
South Korean interlocutor. Interview responses 
showed a clear sense of solidarity within the New 
Malden North Korean community and we argue that 
these speakers used this variable to reclaim and index 
their North Korean identity. 

 
Keywords: accommodation, D2 acquisition, 
sociophonetics, speech production, Korean. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

It is well-known that speakers of different regional 
accents modify their speech when living in a 
community where that accent is not commonly 
spoken (e.g., [1]). Such behaviour typically manifests 
as convergence, where speakers modify their accent 
to sound more like that of speakers in their new 
community. This may be to make themselves more 
easily understood – speakers might avoid variants that 
are markedly regional or unusual to facilitate 
communication (e.g., [2]) – but may also be for social 
reasons (see [3] for a review). Speakers who have 
moved to a new community may adopt features of the 
accent of their new community in order to better fit in 
and perhaps even to show belonging to their new 
community (e.g., [4]). Indeed, such short-term 
accommodation has been hypothesized to be a basis 
for second dialect (D2) acquisition (e.g., [1]).  

Changing one’s accent may be particularly 
important in a community where speakers are both 

easily identifiable from their accent and discriminated 
against as a result of their background. In South 
Korea, North Koreans who have defected to the South 
are typically stigmatized as a result of their socio-
political background [5]. To hide their identity and 
pass as non-North Korean, they often report trying to 
lose their distinctive northern accent and adopt 
Standard South Korean (SK), the prestige accent 
spoken in Seoul (e.g., [5]). Contemporary SK is 
typically described as having a 7-vowel system /i e̞ a 
ʌ o u ɯ/, where /e̞/ is the result of an /e/ and /ɛ/ merger 
that took place over the past century [6, 7]. North 
Korean (NK) accents, in contrast, have not undergone 
an /e/-/ɛ/ merger [8]. Further, in the northeast, where 
our participants came from, /ʌ/ is raised (i.e., 
produced with a much lower F1) such that it overlaps 
with /o/ [9].  

The present study focuses on a group of NK 
speakers in New Malden, London, who initially 
defected to South Korea but who then sought asylum 
in the UK. Due to the stigma they experience and the 
difficulties they face in building relationships in 
South Korea, some North Koreans emigrate to other 
countries in pursuit of a better life [10]. New Malden 
is attractive because it has the largest concentration of 
Koreans in Europe (8,000–10,000; [11]) and, 
although dominated by South Koreans, is also home 
to the largest population of North Korean refugees in 
the world (approx. 1,000; [12]). These refugees 
typically work in the many Korean-run businesses 
and are relied upon by many South Koreans to staff 
their businesses [12], despite ongoing tensions 
between North and South Koreans. North Koreans 
have also become increasingly visible and active 
within the community, e.g., establishing their own 
community schools. In a community where the two 
Koreans sometimes make strategic alliances in order 
to survive as minority groups in the UK, New Malden 
presents a unique sociolinguistic environment for the 
Korean language that contrasts with that in South 
Korea.  

Of interest in our study, is (1) whether NK 
speakers living in New Malden have acquired and 
continue to use SK-like vowels and (2) given the 
different relationship between North and South 
Koreans in New Malden, if they continue to 
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accommodate towards SK speakers in a 
conversational speech task (Diapix: [13]). We focus 
on /ʌ/, a vowel that differs markedly in NK and SK 
accents. Given that previous research has suggested 
that earlier is better in terms of native-like acquisition 
of a D2 [14], we were also interested in whether those 
who had left North Korea during their childhood used 
more native-like SK vowels than those who had left 
later in life, i.e., in early adulthood.  

2. METHOD 

2.1. Participants 

Ten female NK speakers, aged 27–45yrs, were 
recruited through a Korean school in New Malden, 
which runs Saturday classes in Korean language and 
culture for the children of North and South Koreans. 
All NK participants were refugees who had sought 
political asylum in the UK: 5 had left North Korea 
before age 16 (early NK leavers; ENK) and 5 after 
age 16 (late NK leavers; LNK). The participants were 
known to the second author, a native SK speaker who 
had been living in New Malden for 1 year. This was 
important for recruitment; many NK speakers are 
concerned that taking part in research could result in 
reprisals for family who remain in North Korea and 
so great care was taken to reassure them about the 
aims of the project. 

A male SK confederate was recruited for the 
Diapix task. This speaker was known to all NK 
participants. He was aged 53yrs, was born in Busan, 
South Korea and had spent his childhood in both 
Seoul and Busan before moving to Seoul for 
university and work. He moved to Bristol, UK for 
further study 12 years ago, and at the time of testing, 
had been living in New Malden for 6 years.  

In addition, 4 SK-speaking female teachers from 
the school, aged 30–45yrs, completed the read speech 
tasks for comparison.  

2.2. Stimuli & Materials 

All recordings and interviews took place in a quiet 
room in a Korean community café in New Malden. 
Recordings were made using a Roland R-09 recorder 
at a sampling rate of 44.1 kHz, 16-bit resolution and 
were then transferred directly to a laptop for analysis. 

Wordlist & Read passage. The wordlist consisted 
of 24 bisyllabic words; 8 monophthongs (/i e ɛ a o ʌ 
u ɯ/) covering the Korean vowel space in 3 phonetic 
contexts, /hVdV(C)/, /sVɡV(C)/ and /kVbV(C)/. 
Vowels were embedded in the 1st syllable of each 
word. To enable the use of real words, the 2nd syllable 
of a small number of words (N=4) differed through 
addition of an extra consonant in the onset of the 2nd 
syllable. The read passage was the Korean translation 

of the Aesop fable, “The North Wind and the Sun”, 
which contains all vowels in multiple phonetic 
contexts. 

Diapix. Three Diapix scenes, a Beach, Farm and 
Street scene, were selected from the DiapixUK 
materials [13] and adapted for use in this study. These 
scenes were chosen because it was possible to adapt 
them to include multiple instances of the target vowel, 
/ʌ/. Words in the pictures were changed into Korean 
script and object layers modified, e.g., by changing 
colours, so that all pictures included 3-5 items that 
were represented by words that included the target 
variable. All pictures contained 10 differences 
(reduced from 12 in DiapixUK [13]).  
 
2.3 Procedure 
 
Recordings. SK speakers, including the confederate, 
recorded the wordlist and read passage. NK speakers 
first recorded the wordlist and read passage. They 
were then introduced to the confederate before 
completing the Diapix task.  

The wordlist was presented in a randomized order 
via PowerPoint. To avoid list effects, each word was 
presented on a separate slide. Participants were 
recorded producing 1 clean repetition of each word, 
i.e., good voice quality, no hesitation. The read 
passage was presented on a laminated sheet of paper. 
Participants were given time to read through the 
passage before being instructed to read the passage 
aloud at their normal reading speed.  

The 3 Diapix scenes were completed in a 
randomized order. The experimenter explained that 
they had 10 minutes to spot the differences for each 
scene, that they were not to show each other their 
pictures but instead were to communicate verbally to 
describe the pictures. Participants were told to start in 
the top left corner of the picture and to work 
clockwise. Pictures were presented on laminated 
pieces of paper; participants were instructed to circle 
the differences using the marker pen provided and to 
shout “all found” when they had finished spotting the 
differences. As soon as they had spotted all the 
differences they were instructed to move to the next 
scene. If they did not finish within the allotted time, 
they were stopped by the experimenter and told to 
move on to the next scene (N=10). Before completing 
the experiment, the NK participants did not know that 
the SK speaker was acting as a confederate. The 
confederate himself was instructed to behave in a way 
that did not indicate that he knew the answers (cf. 
[15]). 

After a short break, NK participants completed a 
questionnaire which included key personal 
information, factors affecting language use (length of 
residence in North and South Korea and the UK; use 
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