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Abstract 
 

 

In this paper, we examined attitudes of westerners living in South Korea regarding Korean saunas 
(jjimjilbangs). We surveyed (n=225) westerners living in South Korea who have visited a Korean sauna at 
least once during their stay.  The purpose of our research was to measure subjective attitudes, frequency, and 
motivation towards sauna usage along with their self-reported health evaluations and basic demographic 
variables.  We hypothesized there would be a positive correlation between the respondent's self-reported 
health evaluations and the frequency of usage of the spa. Additionally, we hypothesized that there would be a 
positive correlation between the length of time living in South Korea and the frequency of spa usage. Using 
the SF-36 to measure self-reported health characteristics, results of our statistical analysis indicate a Pearson 
Correlation of .428 between the frequency of spa usage and SF-36 respondents scores.  Moreover, we found 
no correlation in the length of staying in Korea and frequency of spa usage. Findings from this research are 
consistent with the findings from our literature review of the general health benefits of saunas. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Turkish Hammam, Russian Banya, and Native American sweat lodges are just some of the many wellness 
treatments that have been harnessed throughout human history.  These heat treatments have been used to cure 
sickness and disease, as a community gathering areas, as places to relieve stress and warm up from cold winter 
temperatures.  Each culture has its own etiquette as well as special techniques to achieve wellness in these heated 

structures. In Korea, the Hanjeungmak (한증막) was a traditional Korean Sauna, which was state-supported and 

maintained by Buddhist monks since 1429. The Hanjeungmak was originally mentioned in the Annals of Sejong in the 
15th century during the Joseon Dynasty period in Korean history. The record also mentions that the Korean saunas 
were used for medicinal purposes.  A modern-day evolution of the Hanjeungmak is the Korean jjimjilbang.  
(Jjimjilbang: a microcosm of Korean leisure culture, 2010). 
 

In South Korea, jjimjilbangs are a unique form of this wellness heat-treatment that millions of Koreans utilize 
each year.  Korean jjimjilbang is a large public bathhouse in Korea.  ―Jjimjil‖ means heating and the jjimjilbang‘s are 
heated by ondol-heated floors, a unique aspect of Korean wellness culture and architectural design. (Donald, 2000).  
The main areas of a jjimjilbang are gender segregated with wet and dry saunas and hot and cold soaking pools of 
various temperatures.   Often open 24 hours a day, the jjimjilbangs have communal sleeping areas heated by ondol-
heating technology.  The sleeping area has various temperature rooms with a variety of themes, including walls 
decorated with wood, mineral, crystals, stones, and clay rooms often with herbal infusions.  These aspects are all part 
of the traditional Korean medicinal healing practices.   
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In Korea, Jjimjilbangs are accessible and affordable destinations for Korean families on the weekends costing 
around 10 USD per person.  With thousands of jjimjilbangs in Seoul, this bathing activity is a unique aspect of Korean 
culture. According to Susie Ellis, Chairman, and CEO of the Global Wellness Institute and coauthor of 
Understanding the Global Spa Industry, she writes ―Though several natural springs grew into spa facilities, the North 
American spa industry did not capitalize on bathing and water therapy. Rather, it developed around fitness, weight 
loss, health, and beauty.‖ (Ellis, 2008 p. 71). 

According to https://experienceispa.com the average amount of money spent at a day SPA is 78$ in 2014 
and 81$ in 2015.  These prices are very costly when compared to a Korea sauna.  (See figure 1) 

(Figure 1) 

 
 

Additionally, Korean jjimjilbang etiquette requires that the customer should be completely naked when 
entering the hot baths, saunas, and the steam room areas. These customs are very different from saunas in North 
America. How do westerners experience the Korean jjimjilbang?  What demographic of westerners are more frequent 
visitors to the Korean sauna?  What is their motivation for going to a Korean spa? What are the westerner‘s 
perceptions of a quality sauna experience? What is the general health of the westerner‘s who go to a Korean 
jjimjilbang?  Do foreigners who have lived in Korea for a long time more likely to go to a Korean spa? Korean 
jjimjilbangs (saunas) are unique and wonderful wellness healing medium that Koreans frequent, but as a result of 
conducting a literature review, Koreans do not have information about how foreigners who are staying in Korea 
experience Korean saunas. 

1.2 Definitions and Distinctions:  

In defining the modern meaning of a spa, Smith and Puczkó write ―Spas are now of a highly complex and 
diverse nature. This diverse nature starts with the name and its likely meanings. Bath, bano, bad, therme/terme, 
grotto, spa,˝ – all mean a thermal water-based spa, in various languages. The translation of the name from the original 
language often uses the term ‗spa‘, but these establishments are not really always spas. Furthermore, their complexity 
lies in the fact that almost any service provider with some kind of health-oriented services can and does call itself a 
spa. Spas may differ widely in terms of what they offer, that is their services or treatment supply, however, they have 
one thing in common, which is the aspiration to improve health and well-being‖ (Smith and Puczkó, 2009 p.86). 

 

Additionally, Smith and Puczko write regarding the definition of ―spa‖: ―Perceptions differ greatly, for 
example, tourists in Central and Eastern Europe are very familiar with the concept of historic medical spas, whereas 
other visitors (e.g., from the United States or the United Kingdom) would expect something similar to a beauty 
salon.‖(Smith and Puczkó, 2008 p.86). 

 

 

https://experienceispa.com/images/pdfs/2016-US-Spa-Industry-Study-02-SEPT.pdf
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While Korean saunas are used by millions of Koreans every year, in America, saunas are not nearly as 
convenient as they are in Korea.  According to an article titled Are Saunas Good For Your Brain  ―In the U.S., many 
Americans use a sauna only occasionally, perhaps while at the gym or on vacation — if at all. In Finland, in contrast, 
99 percent of Finns take at least one sauna a week, and some far more often than that.‖ (Mercola, 2017). 

In Korea, these facilities are called; Jjimjilbang (찜질방) and Mogatong (목욕탕).   The difference between 

these two facilities is the jjimjilbangis a gender-segregated public bathhouse usually open 24 hours a day with 
communal sleeping areas and various features mentioned above.  Whereas the Mogatong is a public bathhouse 
without the extra features, sometimes attached to a fitness establishment. 

Foreigners living in Korea (who are unfamiliar with Korean culture) may not make the distinction between 
these two and refer to both of these as a ―sauna‖ or ―spa.‖ In our research survey, we chose to use the word ―sauna‖ 
to simplify the linguistic confusion for westerners being researched.  The word ―sauna‖ most closely resembles the 
western colloquial definition of a jjimjilbang. (We will use ―spa‖, ―sauna‖ and ―jjimjilbang‖ interchangeably 
throughout this paper and in our research survey.) 

2. Literature Review 

In the book Wellness Tourism, Smith and Puczkó define spa tourism as ―Tourism which focuses on the 
relaxation or healing of the body using mainly water-based treatments; such as, mineral or thermal pools, steam 
rooms; and saunas. Emphasis tends to be focused on curing, rehabilitating, or resting the body.‖ (Smith and Puczkó, 
2008 p. 85). 

Modern science has been elucidating what these cultures have known for hundreds of years regarding the 
physical and psychological benefits of using a sauna. In a systematic review of dry Sauna bathing with papers from 
2000 onwards, Cohen and Hussain concluded in their paper Clinical Effects of Regular Dry Sauna Bathing: ―Regular 
infrared and/or Finnish sauna bathing has the potential to provide many beneficial health effects, especially for those 
with cardiovascular-related and rheumatological disease, as well as athletes seeking improved exercise 
performance.‖(Hussain and Cohen 2018, p. 29).  

In his paper Sauna as a Valuable Clinical Tool for Cardiovascular, Autoimmune, Toxicant induced and other Chronic 
Health Problems Crinnion writes, ―Sauna therapy has a long history of safe use in several populations.‖ (Crinnion, 2011 
p.223). 

 

Laukkanen, in his most recent paper summarizing the available epidemiological, experimental and 
interventional evidence linking sauna bathing and health writes ―Emerging evidence suggests that beyond its use for 
pleasure, sauna bathing may be linked to several health benefits, which include a reduction in the risk of vascular 
diseases such as high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, and neurocognitive diseases; nonvascular conditions such 
as pulmonary diseases; mortality; as well as amelioration of conditions such as arthritis, headache, and the flu. The 
beneficial effects of sauna bathing on these outcomes have been linked to its effect on circulatory, cardiovascular, and 
immune functions. It has been postulated that regular sauna bathing may improve cardiovascular function via 
improved endothelium-dependent dilatation, reduced arterial stiffness, modulation of the autonomic nervous system, 
beneficial changes in circulating lipid profiles, and lowering of systemic blood pressure.‖  (Laukkanen, 2018 p.1111). 
He concludes ―Sauna bathing, an activity used for the purposes of pleasure, wellness, and relaxation, is linked to a 
remarkable array of health benefits. (Laukkanen, 2018 p. 1119). 

In a previous paper, Laukkanen conducted long-term trials looking for the health effects of sauna use in a 
population of 2,315 middle-aged men in Finland. (Laukkanen, 2015).  Twenty years later, in follow up studies, he 
discovered, elegantly summarized by Patrick ―4-7 times per week at a temperature of 79% Celsius (174% Fahrenheit) 
for an average of at least 20 minutes per session was associated with a 40% reduction in all-cause mortality compared 
to the men that only used a sauna once per week and the inverse, dose-relationship between sauna use and all-cause 
mortality: 24% for 2-3 times per week, 40% for 4-7 times. (Patrick, 2017). Laukkanen also discovered in his newest 
study that now shows a reduction in risk in a similar dose-response fashion for dementia and Alzheimer‘s disease by 
around 65% for the most frequent sauna users. (Patrick, 2017) 

In a study about hypertension, Winterfeld discovered that sauna usage reduced blood pressure and incidents 
of hypertension.  He gave 46 subjects a 3-month period of biweekly sauna bathing treatment which lowered patients 
mean blood pressure from 166/101 to 143/92 mm HG. (Winterfeld et al., 1998).  
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A 30 minute 163.4 sauna session in healthy young adults has been shown to cause an increase in the 
production of heat shock proteins for up to 48 hours after usage.  ―When you heat stress the body, you activate a 
signaling pathway called heat shock proteins.‖ (Patrick, 2017) Heat shock proteins stabilize new proteins to ensure 
correct repair from cells that were damaged, so they can maintain their three-dimensional structure and protect against 
cardiovascular and neurodegenerative diseases.  

(Selsby, J. T. et al., 1985) A genotype associated with heat shock proteins is associated with an increased 
likelihood of living to be a centenarian‖ (Patrick, 2017) (Singh, R. et al., 2010). In a study of growth hormone and 
climate chambers, Kukkonen-Harjula found ―Growth hormone seems to be the most sensitive hormone when 
compared with other pituitary hormones and reacts even to mild heat in a climate chamber.‖ (Kukkonen-Harjula, K. 
et al. 1989) ―Growth hormone goes up 200-300% even after a single sauna session.  Growth hormone plays an 
important role in preventing muscle atrophy, which is also linked to longevity. The more muscle mass you have and 
muscle strength is associated with lower all-cause mortality.‖ (Patrick 2017) In men,2 one-hour sauna sessions a day at 
80°C (176°F) for 7 days was shown to increase growth hormone by 1,600%. (Leppaluoto, 1986). 

In regards to the benefits of sauna use for the brain ―Sauna use has characteristics of exercise‖ (Patrick, 
2017). Exercise with a combination of heat stress has been shown to increase BDNF (Brain-Derived Neurotrophic 
Factor) more effectively than exercise alone. BDNF is essential for memory recollection, it enhances learning, and it 
increases the growth of new brain cells (Goekint et al., 2011). 

As for saunas improving athletic endurance, in one study, six distance runners had on average 12 30-minute 
sauna sessions two times a week after intense exercise.  The result of the heat stress was a 32% increase in the distance 
they could run before reaching the point of exhaustion. Saunas increase blood flow to the heart, muscles, and skin, 
enhancing the dissipation of heat throughout the body. ―It is thought that heat acclimation boosts the RBC count 
through erythropoietin (EPO) because the body is trying to compensate for the corresponding rise in plasma volume‖ 
(Patrick, 2017) (Scoon, 2007).  

―Heat shocking the body holds promise as safe, rapid-acting, antidepressant modality with sustained 
therapeutic benefit‖ (Patrick 2017) Also, ―sauna exposure causes a significant release of Dopamine, a 
neurotransmitter, and Beta-Endorphin, a neuropeptide hormone. These substances cause a sense of euphoria, as well 
as improved mood, energy, a sense of calm, and pain tolerance. The level of endorphins released during sauna bathing 
can be three times normal, similar to a middle distance training run.‖ (Sauna Society, 2018) (Janssen, Clemens W. et 
al., 2016). ―Muscle relaxation also occurs, along with increased elastic properties of the tendons and joint capsule and 
a reduced viscosity of synovial joint fluid‖ (Hasan J, 1967). 

As for circulation and sauna usage, it was found that saunas increase blood circulation and stimulate sweat 
glands, releasing built-up toxins and waste.  ―Existing evidence supports the use of saunas as a component of 
depuration (purification or cleansing) protocols for environmentally-induced illness.‖ (Crinnion, 2011 p.215) ―Overall, 
regular sauna therapy (either radiant heat or far-infrared units) appears to be safe and offers multiple health benefits to 
regular users.‖ (Crinnion, 2011 p.215). 

2. Purpose 

The benefits of using spas are positive, and millions of Koreans enjoy the health and wellness benefits of 
these establishments every day.  However, there is a gap in the literature regarding the preferences of foreigners living 
and working in South Korea in how they experience these Korean wellness establishments.  How do westerners 
experience the Korean jjimjilbang?  What demographic of westerners are more frequent visitors to the Korean sauna?  
What is their motivation for going to a Korean spa? What are the westerner‘s perceptions of a quality sauna 
experience? What is the general health status of the westerners who go to a Korean jjimjilbang?  Do foreigners who 
have lived in Korea for a long time more likely to go to a Korean spa? What is the general health status of the 
westerners who go to a Korean jjimjilbang? Do foreigners who have lived in Korea for a long time more likely to go 
to a Korean spa?   

2.1 Hypothesis:  

To answer these questions, we created a survey using the SF-36, which is one of the most widely evaluated 
internationally recognized and standardized questionnaire health and quality of life measurement.   
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It consists of 36 questions that examine physical, mental health and well being.  All 36 questions are scored 
on a scale of 0 to 100, with 100 representing the highest level of functioning possible.  The questionnaire was created 
to satisfy minimum psychometric standards necessary for group norm comparisons. The eight health concepts 
measured are; vitality, physical functioning, bodily pain, general health perceptions, physical role functioning; 
emotional role functioning, social role functioning, and mental health. (Ware, 1992). With the SF-36 being one of the 
most valid self-reported health instrument to determine the well-being of survey respondents, we postulate:  

Hypothesis 1: A positive correlation between the respondent‘s self-reported health evaluations SF-36 and 
the frequency of usage of the spa. 

Do foreigners who have lived in Korea for a long time more likely to go to a Korean spa?   Acculturation is 
the process of social, psychological, and cultural change that stems from blending between cultures. (Wesley, 1902). 
Based on Berry‘s fourfold acculturation model ―The fourfold model is a bilinear model that categorizes acculturation 
strategies along two dimensions. The first dimension concerns the retention or rejection of an individual's minority or 
native culture (i.e., "Is it considered to be of value to maintain one's identity and characteristics?"), whereas the second 
dimension concerns the adoption or rejection of the dominant group or host culture. ("Is it considered to be of value 
to maintain relationships with the larger society?") From this, four acculturation strategies emerge. ―Assimilation‖ 
occurs when individuals adopt the cultural norms of a dominant or host culture, over their original culture. 
―Separation” occurs when individuals reject the dominant or host culture in favor of preserving their culture of origin. 
Separation is often facilitated by immigration to ethnic enclaves. ―Integration‖ occurs when individuals are able to 
adopt the cultural norms of the dominant or host culture while maintaining their culture of origin. Integration leads to 
and is often synonymous with biculturalism. ―Marginalization” occurs when individuals reject both their culture of 
origin and the dominant host culture.‖ (Berry, 1997 p. 46). As a result of Berry‘s acculturation and integration theory 
we postulate: 

Hypothesis 2: A positive correlation between the length of time living in South Korea and the frequency of 
spa usage  

3. Methodology 

3.1 Survey Population:  

In our study, the participants must be a foreigner from a native English speaking country.  The countries 
included in our criteria were Canada, United States, United Kingdom, South Africa, Australia or New Zealand.  The 
person taking the survey must qualify by having had at least one Korean sauna experience.  

3.2 Study Design:  

In creating our survey, we followed the C-OAR-SE method.  Doing qualitative developmental research 
helped us to define what we were studying precisely. Additionally, short surveys reduce fieldwork cost and systematic 
errors. According to Dolnicar regarding the reliability of data from surveys, she writes ―Rater error occurs when 
respondents make mistakes, due to fatigue or lack of motivation.‖ (Dolnicar, 2013 p. 557) 

Phase 1: First we obtained qualitative developmental research. We surveyed n=10 and asked what specific attributes 
of the Korean sauna they enjoyed.  Additionally, we asked them about the benefits of the sauna, both 
physical, emotional and mental.  The goal of this initial phase of the research was to develop unambiguous 
constructs of the sauna aspects. In this phase, we discovered thirteen physical benefits and five emotional or 
mental benefits of sauna usage.  We also discovered eight attributes of the Korean sauna that westerners 
found beneficial. 

Phase 2: Secondly, we created a survey based on the information gathered from Phase 1, including demographic 
information.  Additionally, we added the SF-36 questions discussed at the beginning of the methodology 
section.  We pre-tested the survey study of n=30 westerners. We asked them to talk out-loud when they 
completed the survey to see if they had any misunderstandings.  

Phase 3: Our query was reviewed by a survey expert to check content validity.  We surveyed n=225 foreigners living 
in South Korea that met our criteria.   
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3.3 Data Collection 

For phase 3 of our research, we used an online survey as well as an offline survey to garner 242 responses.  13 
were excluded after a review of the survey data.  Additionally, three respondents were eliminated from the final data 
analysis because they did not fit the criteria of our survey.  A total number of 225 respondents were counted. Our 
research team attended events such as Canada Day, American Independence Day, both places where many Americans 
and Canadians gathered to celebrate their holidays.  The survey participants had the option to fill out an online survey 
or the paper version of our survey. Also, we attended other local Busan events that foreigners frequent and offered 
the same survey options. Additionally, the online version of our survey was posted in various groups on Facebook 
and popular websites that foreigners in Korea visit.    

4. Results 

4.1 Demographics 

In our survey, 57.3 % of men and 42.7 percent of women responded to our survey with an average age of 
32.8 years old.  51% of Americans took the survey and 31.1 Canadians which makes 82.6 percent of survey 
respondents were from North America. (See figure 2 and figure 3) 

4.2 Findings: As for our question about frequency of usage, 28% responded reported that they rarely go to the sauna 
and 23.3% said they go every few months.   Only 5.3 percent of the respondents reported that they go 3-4x per week. 
(See table 3) 

In regards to the question, ―What aspects of the sauna are important to you?‖  84.3% said they like the Hot 
baths (jacuzzi) followed by hygiene and massage baths.  As for our questions regarding the positive benefits in which 
we asked; ―Have you experienced any positive changes you can attribute to your use of the Korean sauna?‖ the most 
popular answers were ―sleep‖ and ―physical stress and tension ―58.6 followed by ―body temperature‖ with 48.1% of 
survey respondents.  (See figure 2) With our question about mental benefits ―Have you experienced any positive 
changes that you can attribute to the use of the Korea sauna? 68.9% said, ―mood‖ followed by ―overall Well Being‖ 
with a response of 58.5%. (See figure 3) 

(Figure 2) 

 

(Figure 3) 
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4.3 Statistical analysis  

After coding the SF-36 for Hypothesis 1, we found a positive correlation between the respondent‘s self-
reported health evaluations and the frequency of usage of the spa. The results of our statistical analysis indicate a 
Pearson‘s Correlation of .428 between the frequency of spa usage and the respondent‘s SF-36 scores.  However, in 
Hypothesis 2: A positive correlation between the length of time living in South Korea and the frequency of spa 
usage.  We found no correlation between in the length of staying in Korea and the frequency of spa usage. Some 
findings from this research were consistent with the findings from our literature review of the general health benefits 
of saunas, especially the findings from Laukkanen‘s research on the frequency of sauna usage increase of health 
benefits. 

5. Implications of the study 

5.1 Marketing:  

Based on our sauna research, Korean wellness establishments could improve marketing to western 
populations domestically and internationally. Spas should emphasize the benefits of the ―hot baths (Jacuzzis)‖ and 
advertise and improve facility hygiene to attract and maintain customer satisfaction.  Spas should advertise using the 
following words to describe the benefits ―improve mood,‖ ―overall well-being,‖ ―stress reduction,‖ ―reduce physical 
tension‖ and ―improve sleep.‖ 

5.2 Discussions 

Russians have a population of 44,000 living in South Korea and Uzbekistan have a population of 62,000 
living in South Korea. They have a similar ―sauna‖ in their countries called the ―Banya‖. It would be interesting to 
conduct a similar research project comparing their experience with the jjimjilbang in Korea.  Also, it would be 
interesting to explore what the successful jjimjilbangs in major cities in North America are doing differently than 
Korean jjimjilbangs.  

6. Limitations 

6.1 Online surveys 
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Some of our surveys were collected online, for the ease of data entree.  Many of the online surveys were 
conducted in front of our research team, therefore has good face validity.  However, some surveys were posted on 
facebook groups, thus; anyone could participate, and people with interest in changing the results could take the survey 
over and over again.  However, we compared the data from the online surveys and the offline surveys to test the 
reliability of the data.  We concluded no significant difference in the data collected between the online and offline 
surveys.    

6.2 Population limitations 

Additionally, with a limited number of foreigners living in South Korea, the majority of people we surveyed 
were from the United States and Canada. We have little data regarding foreigners from other western countries and 
how they compare to North American perceptions of the Korean sauna.  

6.3 Variability 

Saunas in Korea have a significant difference in quality based on the specific location of the survey participant 
and limited accessibility.  For example, one person could have a bad experience in one sauna and a great experience in 
another sauna. The locations of the survey participants would affect the outcome of this type of survey.   

6.4 Generalizable data 

With only testing a small sample size of 225 participants in the survey, we could not say the data is 
generalizable for all North Americans living in South Korea. 
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