Despite its successes, a few challenges remain to
be addressed to bolster the EPS program in meeting
the needs of migrants and their employers.
Despite multiple measures, worker protection remains a challenge, particularly in the small
but growing sectors of agriculture, livestock, and fisheries. Where workers’ labor rights are
disrespected—even if such cases are rare—this could pose significant risks to the EPS’s
sustainability, considering the sensitive political economy.
Another significant challenge is the efficacy of the existing job-matching mechanism. Current
EPS job matching appears to be inefficient, as evidenced by a high turnover rate, despite
the oversupply of workers and elaborate matching systems. This underscores the need to
improve the quality of matching. Existing challenges may be related to inadequate information
or choices granted to workers about potential employers and jobs. Additionally, workers
and employers may not fully utilize the information they have or may not fully express their
preferences. Moreover, some anecdotal evidence suggests that combining other tools with the
Korean language test to screen workers can significantly strengthen the job matching, if the
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majority of employers value other skills and traits (such as diligence).
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The EPS offers important lessons for both
receiving and sending countries to implement,
either unilaterally or bilaterally.
LESSONS FOR RECEIVING COUNTRIES
Creating a system that is politically acceptable, and economically beneficial, is critical.
Despite the potential gains of having migrant workers fill in labor shortages, domestic
perspectives on international migration—including, often, misconceptions—can hinder
programs for co-development. Common fears are that foreign workers may displace domestic
workers from jobs, lower the market wages, and weaken social cohesion. Cases of migrant
workers being underpaid and exploited—even if they do not represent the labor market
conditions of most migrants—raise human rights concerns as well.
It is therefore useful to incorporate many stakeholders’ perspectives in policy making as
well as widely disseminate labor market and social analyses to dispute common myths and
ungrounded concerns about migrants. Public perceptions are likely to become more positive
as it becomes clear that enforcement measures are in place to ensure that labor migration
is temporary.
A multi-stakeholder process for policy making with a single implementing agency can
be an effective governance model. The issue of international migration is complex and
requires the integration of many stakeholders’ perspectives. The EPS builds on policies
determined through an elaborate process and structure. A committee led by the MoEL, with
the participation of key ministries,8 as well as SME associations, trade unions, CSOs, and
academics, formulates balanced policies associated with the temporary labor migration
agenda. Meanwhile, HRD Korea, under the MoEL, oversees implementation and provides a
single window for various services.
Bilateral labor agreements need to distinguish seasonal and nonseasonal work. Workers
in sectors such as agriculture are exposed to more labor code violations and consequently
are more vulnerable. This partly stems from the fact that the EPS was designed primarily
for nonseasonal sectors like manufacturing, while the share of workers in agriculture and
fisheries has been rising only recently. Thus, the system has not fully thought through potential
challenges and mitigation strategies specific to seasonal work. By establishing BLAs that
distinguish seasonal and non-seasonal work, governments can more effectively address their
different sets of challenges.
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Lowering migration costs can reduce the number of overstays. When migration costs are
lowered, this benefits not only migrants and their sending countries, but also the receiving
countries. The EPS achieved significant reductions in migration costs by limiting the involvement
of private intermediaries in the recruitment process. As these costs fell, the number of overstayers
significantly decreased as the need to recoup high costs became less pressing.
A receiving country’s ability to reduce migration costs, however, may depend on its ability
to limit or oversee private sector intermediation. When the size of migrant inflows is large,
government-led recruitment does not automatically lead to better outcomes. Furthermore, it
might not be practically feasible to curb the involvement of private sector players when they
have strong, long-standing networks with employers and agencies in sending countries.9 In
these circumstances, the role of the government is to oversee private recruitment practices.
Through regulations, the government should be able to prevent private recruitment agencies
from passing extra costs on to migrant workers and from selling job offers to their counterparts
in sending countries. This should be coupled with the regular monitoring of recruitment
agencies and collection of feedback from employers (as is done in Singapore, for example).
In addition, the success of the EPS relies on utilization of public labor intermediation services
that, in the case of Korea, are well developed. If the public sector in the receiving country is
unable to effectively undertake the private sector’s functions of mobilizing workers at scale
and provide intermediation services, curbing middleman activities will be even more difficult.
Irrespective of who provides intermediation and recruitment services, receiving countries
can adopt a few key measures to reduce migration costs. First, widely disseminating clear
information on the migration process can help migrants reduce their reliance on middlemen.
Information should include the actions prospective migrants need to take and legitimate
sources of support for the process. Second, presenting the standardized costs, disaggregated
by item, can significantly enhance transparency and lower middlemen’s incentives. Third,
requiring sending countries to reduce migration costs and worker overstays, and providing
these countries with incentives (e.g., quota adjustments) for making efforts to do this, is likely
to help keep costs low.
Worker screening measures (e.g., language tests) can potentially improve the experiences
of both employers and workers. That applicants must prove they have a required level of
proficiency in the Korean language is one of the EPS’s hallmark traits. Testing serves multiple
purposes. As a screening tool, it helps employers select workers with greater aspirations and
intellectual capabilities given the significant time and effort that applicants must invest in preparing
for the test. This preparation helps workers learn not only the language, but also the culture and
social norms of the receiving country. Ultimately, it will correlate to higher productivity levels,
since successful applicants will have proven they can understand and respond to instructions.10
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Screening for traits (beyond language proficiency) that are valued by employers can
further improve worker placement outcomes. Anecdotal evidence suggests that employers
find EPS workers’ language proficiency generally insufficient for understanding tasks and for
screening the soft skills and traits employers value, such as diligence. Thus, it is important to
design a worker-screening mechanism (e.g., including psychometric measurements) that can
assess additional skills and traits that employers often look for.
Worker protection can be provided through a combination of labor regulations, social
insurance, and social support. Labor regulations regarding minimum wages, working hours,
and workplace conditions should be applicable to all workers. To further help workers manage
risks, the private insurance market or contributory funds could be utilized to provide specific
health or repatriation insurance to migrant workers. In cases where there is a large volume of
workers, this type of insurance can be provided at low cost. Moreover, measures to facilitate
sending countries’ embassies or diaspora networks to provide counseling and social support
could be considered.
These protections can help increase worker productivity and reduce instances of disputes, job
separation, or contract violations. In addition, giving foreign workers the ability to switch jobs
under specified conditions can reduce the likelihood of temporary migrants becoming irregular,
as sometimes happens in cases of job mismatch or employer abuse.

20

Bilateral Arrangement of Temporary Labor Migration:

LESSONS FOR SENDING COUNTRIES
Bilateral agreements such as MOUs should be specific and actionable. Existing MOUs
between countries tend to be generic, encompassing overall migration flows with multiple
objectives and weak enforcement. The EPS is limited to a few sectors in which Korea faces
labor shortages. This allows for workers to make more informed choices in terms of the skill
development and other investments needed to pursue the opportunities afforded by the EPS.
Based on this experience, sending countries might want to push for more manageable, sectorspecific bilateral agreements (for example, in elderly care, domestic work, or hospitality) to
address labor shortages in receiving countries.11
Even within the same bilateral program, outcomes for migrants can vary widely
depending on the proactiveness of the sending country. The EPS has been implementing
very consistent MOUs with 16 sending countries, but levels of involvement vary by country.
Pakistan, for example, has not succeeded in mobilizing workers to reach its assigned quota,
whereas other countries such as Nepal and Cambodia are seeing increases in the number of
EPS workers. Some countries use unilateral interventions to facilitate employment under the
EPS. For instance, the Philippine government worked out an MOU with Landbank to provide
subsidized loans for EPS workers, thus providing individuals from lower-income households
more access to EPS opportunities. This in turn increases the developmental impact of
temporary international labor migration.
To the extent possible, sending countries should widely disseminate information on
migration costs, by destination, unbundled by line item. HRD Korea spends considerable
resources to widely disseminate information related to EPS processes and costs via
newspapers and websites, translating all information into native languages. Each step of the
process is clearly described, and costs of migration are broken down by line item (e.g., health
insurance, passport and visa costs, recruitment fees, and so on). Thus, even when the costs
of recruitment are high, aspiring EPS workers are aware of them and are assured that the
charges will not vary arbitrarily from migrant to migrant. This mitigates the financial exploitation
of aspiring migrants and allows them to better plan for their migration.
Similarly, the governments of sending countries could disseminate such information or mandate
that recruitment agencies publicly disclose information on service fees and costs, by line item
and by the country of destination.
All of these steps can help migrants better plan their finances as well as gain better access to
credit. In many countries, international migration is an option utilized not by the poorest but
by those slightly better-off. Migration costs are high, but financial institutions have difficulty
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in developing loan products customized for migrants due to limited information on costs and
risks. Thus, clearly delineated migration costs can facilitate financial institutions’ development
of loan products tailored to migrants’ specific contexts, and extend access to credit to even
the more vulnerable segments of their population.
The pre-departure training of migrants should focus on language and soft skills. Many
sending countries invest in skills training for migrant workers to increase their earning potential.
Such skills training tends to focus on technical skills (typically designed for construction
or manufacturing sectors). However, given the changing migration landscape, which is
characterized by a rising demand for workers in service sectors and diversifying occupations,
language and soft skills are becoming more vital. Unless language proficiency is required, as in
the case of the EPS, language skills are often overlooked in skills training. However, as interviews
with EPS employers have suggested, better language and soft skills are greatly appreciated,
and can be further fostered through worker training. Given the volume of workers going to
GCC countries, investment in English and Arabic language skills is especially important.
Pre-departure orientation should be customized to the needs of migrant workers. In
the case of the EPS, workers’ participation in pre-departure and post-arrival orientations is
mandatory. Many sending countries offer pre-departure orientations to promote safe and
productive migration. However, these orientations are often too general. Interviews with EPS
workers reveal that pre-departure orientation courses are often bypassed because they are not
believed to be useful. EPS workers prefer the post-arrival orientation, which covers language,
cultural, and legal issues relevant to life and work in Korea.
In addition to relevance, workers expressed the need for the pedagogy to be more accessible.
Different ways to impart complex information (including videos and interactive games) could
be further experimented with and introduced.

22

Bilateral Arrangement of Temporary Labor Migration:

Endnotes
1

Co-development aims to achieve mutual gains and benefits, irrespective of the intention for development
assistance. Often the parties entering relevant temporary labor migration agreements are concerned with
maximizing their own gains, but the outcome of the negotiation is a mutually beneficial agreement that can
lead to co-development.

2

The Philippines, Thailand, Mongolia, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam were the original six countries. In
2006, Uzbekistan, Pakistan, China, and Cambodia joined, followed by Bangladesh, Kyrgyz Republic, Nepal,
and Myanmar in 2007; Timor-Leste in 2008; and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic in 2015. Given that
this last country was only recently included, the statistics and information provided in this document exclude
it, and so cover only 15 countries.

3

For instance, overstays of Vietnamese workers increased over time, and in response, Korea suspended the
annual quota allocation to Vietnam in 2013.

4

The services are also provided via mobile phone in remote areas.

5

All EPS workers are mandated to pay into the repatriation cost insurance, also known as the return cost
insurance, throughout their employment in Korea.

6

These past systems are the Overseas Investment Firm Industrial Technology Trainee System and the
Industrial Trainee System.

7

The exchange rate of ₩1,128 to US$1 is applied.

8

Participating ministries include but are not limited to the Ministry of Strategy and Finance, Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Ministry of Justice, and Ministry of Small and Medium Enterprises.

9

As seen in the implementation of an MOU between Bangladesh and Malaysia attempting to spark G2G
recruitment.

10 The language test, TOPIK, has been in place since 1997, and HRD Korea implements a modified test for
EPS workers, EPS-TOPIK, in parallel. While the regular TOPIK measures an individual’s general language
proficiency, and is used typically for higher education, the EPS-TOPIK tests an individual’s basic command of
language for daily living and performing tasks on the job. However, even those workers who can demonstrate
proficiency on the EPS-TOPIK find the language to be a major challenge while living and working in Korea.
11 A merit of the occupation-specific BLAs is that they offer opportunities for workers to invest in building
specific skills for specific destinations. This in turn allows both sending and receiving countries to develop
further opportunities for these workers.
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