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Integration of Italian Immigrants in Switzerland: 

Implications for the Korean Labor Migration Policy 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

As Europe has had a long and complex history of migration, analyzing these experiences 

can provide valuable lessons for other countries confronting more recent migration issues. 

The Italian labor migrants who came and remained in Switzerland in the 1950s and 1960s 

achieved a positive outcome of integration, in comparison to asylum seekers in recent 

years. The thesis thus examines the integration case of Italian immigrants in Switzerland, 

in terms of their characteristics and socio-economic background that fostered a successful 

outcome of both economic and social integration. The study consists of a discussion of 

their main characteristics, which distinguished them from recent asylum seekers having 

difficulties to integrate, and a cross-national comparative analysis of the Italian labor 

migrants in Switzerland and temporary labor migrants in South Korea. The temporary 

migrant workers under the Employment Permit System in Korea come either from the 15 

partner countries with Non-professional Employment visa (E-9) or as ethnic Koreans with 

Working Visit visa (H-2). For the Italians there were several facilitating factors leading to 

their successful integration in addition to a favorable labor market. When comparing 

these determinants to the temporary migrant workers in South Korea, H-2 scheme has 

greater potentials than the E-9 workers in light of long-term labor migration and 

integration. However, an alternative is needed, such as North Korean labor force, as the 

overseas Korean labor force is limited in number and faces aging population. After 

finding implications and lessons from the Swiss case, the thesis advises a careful 

selection of foreign labor force with higher potential of integration in order to safely and 

effectively respond to the labor shortage in Korea from a long-term perspective. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

International migration existed for a long time as part of human history and 

evolved over time with growing complexity. Since the establishment of modern nations, 

migration has been associated as a result with wars, conflicts, colonization and 

settlements. Emigration often occurred in the form of deportation, refugees and slavery. A 

few countries, especially the great powers, experienced large inflows of immigrants1 

primarily from the colonies. Other countries also witnessed migrants with various 

characteristics and purposes. Castles and Miller noted that “warfare, conquest, formation 

of nations and the emergence of states and empires” generated migrations in both 

voluntary and forced ways. 2  Among the forced, they were often engaged in labor 

migration in the context of enslavement and deportation.  

A new wave of movement, such as free labor migration, occurred when 

capitalism prevailed in Western countries. Recent migration studies identify labor 

migration as a key phenomenon for many countries. The free market system induced a 

labor movement from lower income countries to higher income countries. Migration 

served both economic and social functions that equilibrated supply and demand in the 

                                                           
1 Immigrant refers to persons born abroad.  
2 Stephen Castles and Mark J. Miller, “The Age of Migration”, International Population 

Movements in the Modern World, 4th edition (2009). 
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labor market promoting the “occupational mobility and socio-economic advancement”.3 

In this context, the importance of labor migration policy is recognized in countries where 

governments face large inflows or outflows of migrants following the principles of the 

free market system.  

As a result, the legal grounds and proper measures to manage such movements 

have developed in the receiving countries. The governments established labor laws, 

immigration laws and border control systems according to the recent migration trends. 

Each government has responded differently based on the characteristics of their 

immigrants and the conditions of the domestic labor market. In most cases, the 

destination countries benefited from immigrants, especially labor migrants. However, at 

the same time, the governments confronted various social problems. Some countries have 

successfully overcome the challenges while many have failed to address the problems 

properly. Therefore, it is imperative to study the successful cases of immigrant integration 

in the host countries to find implications and lessons for other countries struggling in this 

matter. 

As Europe has a long history of migration as well as profound experiences of having 

various forms of migration, the empirical study of the European case to find the lessons 

learnt can be fruitful. After conducting a thorough literature review and expert interviews 

regarding European experiences, the thesis chose to focus on the case study of Italian 

                                                           
3 Peter A. Morrison and Julie DaVanzo, “The Prism of Migration: Dissimilarities Between Return 

and Onward Movers”, The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (Rand, 

1986). 
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immigrants in Switzerland. Prior to analyzing the case, the thesis introduces background 

information of migration in Europe and specifies the reasons for the case selection. 

Among different types of immigration, the thesis focuses on labor migration issues rather 

than family migration due to its urgency and prominence in influencing both economy 

and society. As the ultimate goal of this study is to apply the lessons from the Swiss case 

to South Korea (hereafter, Korea) and its future labor migration policy, the chapter 

provides an overview of labor migration system in both countries.   

 

Labor Migration in Europe 

Wanner explained in his paper “Migration Trends in Europe”, that Europe was a 

continent of emigration during the first half of the century mainly to America and became 

a land of immigration in the second half.4  He explained different stages of immigration to 

Europe. After the World War II, “the main flows were initially due to people who had 

been displaced” due to the war and the next wave was caused by decolonisation and 

strong economic growth in Western Europe.5 The latest wave was asylum seekers who 

came due to political crises in their home countries such as deterioration of communism 

in Eastern European countries.  

Weiner claimed that the temporary system of labor migration in Europe in the 

                                                           
4 Philippe Wanner, “Migration Trends in Europe”, European Population Papers Series no. 7, 

(Council of Europe, 2002). 
5 Ibid. 
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1970s contributed to the permanent settlement of immigrants.6 A large number of settling 

immigrants fostered governmental support in their integration. The integration policy 

differed from each country considering the different background of labor migration and 

the increasing number of family migrants.   

Stearns defined guest workers as “migrant laborers recruited to work in a host 

state temporarily”.7 He added that such schemes “may be usefully seen as a consequence 

of industrialization and the rise of nation-states”. 8  Most European countries adopted 

systems to import temporary workers needing a labor force since the 1950s. Although the 

systems adopted in the Western European countries were similar to each other in terms of 

short-term employment and rotation principals, the context for each host country varied in 

respect to labor migration policy during this period. 

After World War II, the Western and Northern European countries began to import a 

labor force under the temporary worker scheme. The mobilization of labor occurred under 

various circumstance. Hansen argued that migration to Europe since the 1970s can be 

divided into two main streams: colonial migration and guest workers. He stressed that 

both migrations occurred “to satisfy labor shortages created by a booming European 

                                                           
6 M. Weiner, “Bad Neighbors, Bad Neighborhoods - An Inquiry Into the Causes of Refugee 

Flows”, International Security (1996). 
7 Peter N. Stearns, The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern World vol. 3, (Oxford University 

Press, 2008). 
8 Ibid.  
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economy”.9 The advanced economies in Europe adopted a guest worker system to import 

low-skilled foreign workers who were primarily from Southern and Eastern Europe, and 

Turkey in the early stage of the program. The temporary workers, however, remained and 

settled in the host countries even after their permits had expired. Most of them wanted to 

keep the job and have a better life in the host country. Employers welcomed their long-

term stay, as frequent changes in personnel could be time consuming and risky.  

Given that there are now a large number of second or third generation labor 

migrants and continuous inflows of immigrants, the integration of immigrants and their 

descendants is high on the policy agenda in most European countries. However, the 

perception of immigration is often portrayed negative in many European countries 

depending on the economic situation or a specific social problem caused by immigrants. 

Figure 1 shows the percentage of how many people consider immigration more of a 

problem according to Transatlantic Trends: Immigration 2011. The pessimistic views on 

immigration have become worse every year since 2008 in most European countries due to 

the economic downturn. In addition, an increasing number of asylum seekers including 

humanitarian migrants and political refugees and their families causing social problems 

contributed to anti-immigrant sentiment. The result implies that, notwithstanding the 

long-term settlement and social tools to support immigrants’ integration by the 

governments, there are still challenges and unsolved problems remained. It is, therefore, 

essential to study a successful case of integration in migration history to apply to the 

                                                           
9 Randall Hansen, Migration to Europe since 1945: Its History and its Lessons, (The Political 

Quarterly Publishing Co., 2003). 
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current struggle and find a breakthrough.  

 

Figure 1. Negative perception about the impact of migration 

 

Source: Transatlantic Trends: Immigration 2011 

 

Labor Migration in Switzerland 

Among the host countries in Europe, Switzerland had overall positive outcomes of 

integration of labor migrants especially those who came immediately after World War II. 

There were several groups of labor migrants coming from different countries such as Italy, 

Austria, Spain, Yugoslavia (as named at the time), Portugal and Turkey between the 

1950s and 1970s. One evident reason to the positive outcome of their settlement was due 
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to a favorable labor market. Many jobs were available in the construction sector and some 

in textile and machine factories. There was also a temporary worker scheme called the 

Guest Worker System, on a yearly basis, to bring labor force more systematically. For 

instance, the Swiss government signed an agreement with the Italian government to 

recruit Italian guest workers in 1948.10  The labor migrants took advantage of stable 

employment to enter the realm of long-term stay and eventually integration. It was a 

distinctly different situation from the recent immigration consisted of asylum seekers and 

humanitarian migrants who came but had no jobs. The construction sector, which offered 

many opportunities to post-war labor migrants in the context of economic boom, no 

longer provides various jobs for recent immigrants. Hence, the thesis concentrates on the 

successful integration case of post-war labor migration.  

Another reason why Switzerland offers an interesting case is that it has exceedingly 

large proportion of foreign-born population in comparison to other European countries. 

According to the European Union Labor Force Survey, the percentage of foreign-born 

Swiss calculated on average from January 2008 to June 2009 showed that the numbers of 

both men and women were more than 10% higher than the average of 15 countries 

including Austria, Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Netherlands, 

                                                           
10 Gianni D’Amato, "Switzerland: A Multicultural Country without Multicultural Policies?", The 

Multiculturalism Backlash European Discourses, Policies and Practices (London: Routledge, 

2010), 5. 
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Norway, Sweden, United Kingdom and United States.11  

 

Table 1. Percentage of the foreign-born population in Switzerland 

Gender Percentage of the Foreign-born 
population in Switzerland 

Average of 15 OECD 
Member Countries 

Men 27.2% 15.9% 

Women 28% 16.8% 

Source: European Union Labor Force Survey 

 

More surprising fact is that these large numbers of immigrants, the foreign-born 

population, in Switzerland had higher employment rate than the average of 15 countries 

by nearly 10%. Even the foreign-born population from lower-income countries had 

similar employment rate at 80.1%. When we look at it by gender, the foreign-born 

women had higher employment rate at 67.6 % than the average, which was only at 52.3%. 

In addition, the foreign born-men had almost no difference with the native-born men. The 

result reflects relatively successful economic integration among the first and second 

generations of immigrants in Switzerland.  

Apart from the ensured employment, there were several reasons why they achieved a 

positive outcome of integration. Among different immigrant groups in Switzerland, 
                                                           
11 Thomas Liebig, Sebastian Kohls, and Karolin Krause, “The Labour Market Integration of 

Immigrants and Their Children in Switzerland”, OECD Social, Employment And Migration 

Working Papers 128 (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012).   
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especially the Italian workers showed a positive outcome of social integration and carried 

various potentials to be assimilated. In other words, they met both economic and social 

conditions that facilitated the integration. The study, therefore, investigates the case of 

Italian immigrants in Switzerland who came during the 1950s and 1960s to find 

implications for others to achieve a successful integration in the host country.  

As the Italian labor migrants in Switzerland represents one of the successful cases in 

light of social and economic integration in Europe, the thesis studies their main 

characteristics and socio-economic circumstances that facilitated the integration and 

applies them to the prospects of temporary labor migrants in Korea. Korea began to 

import a labor force since the 1990s in response to an acute labor shortage in Small and 

Medium sized Enterprises (SMEs). Since then, it maintained a temporary worker system, 

which started as a short period scheme, on a yearly basis, but became as long as 4 years 

and 10 months. The question for Korea is that if it should maintain the temporary worker 

system or allow a permanent labor migration. Furthermore, in case Korea needs to 

prepare for a long-term labor migration, it is essential to evaluate if the current labor 

migrants are eligible for successful integration. Therefore, the Italian immigrant case in 

Switzerland can provide lessons for the future labor migration policy in Korea. 

 

Labor Migration in Korea 

The shrinking labor force in Korea is primarily due to its demographic changes. 

Among the OECD member countries, Korea is one of the fastest aging countries. The 
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changes are caused by low fertility rate and longer life expectancy.12 The ageing society 

brought various social problems including shrinking working age population and acute 

labor shortages. The labor market is struggling with the shrinking labor force, especially 

in SMEs. As we can see in Figure 2, the Labor Force Projections for Korea showed that 

the working age population will dramatically decrease starting from 2020. It explains why 

the labor migration matters for Korea. In response to demographic challenges and 

decreasing working population, the government decided to import a labor force from 

abroad. The system commenced in the early 1990s and went through various 

transformations.  

Korea’s newly introduced policy called the Employment Permit System (EPS), in 

2004, won the first prize for the United Nations (UN) Public Service Award in 2011. The 

EPS was described as “migrant and business friendly recruitment system” giving 

inspiration to the countries in need of a transparent and efficient labor migration policy.13 

Although the EPS is recognized for its positive outcome, it is yet a form of temporary 

worker system that has been extended to longer period while prohibiting the workers to 

have family reunion. The EPS currently allows selected migrant workers to stay and work 

only up to 4 years and 10 months in Korea. Since many of foreign workers wish to stay 

longer after their terms, the number of over-stayers and unregistered migrants has 

                                                           
12 Seongho Sheen, “Demographic Peace: Decreasing and Aging Population and Its Impact on 

Northeast Asian Secruity”, APSA 2009 Toronto Meeting Paper (2009). 
13 Immigration and US Foreign Policy, United Nations (accessed March 3, 2014); available from 

http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/un-dpadm/unpan045540.pdf. 
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increased. Nowadays, an active discussion on sustainability and prospects of the current 

temporary labor migration system and its potential integration issues is occurring among 

the governmental bodies, politicians, researchers and industries.  

 

Figure 2. Labor Force Projections in Korea (2010-2050) 

 

Source: OECD Employment and Labor Market Statistics 

 

In addition to the demographic changes as a cause of labor shortage, the 

educational system in Korea also contributed to the shortages especially in SMEs. Since 

the creation of the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) in 2000, Korean 

students scored high among the OECD countries every year. According to the OECD, the 

PISA is an assessment of key knowledge and skills, such as reading, mathematics, 
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science and problem solving amongst 15 year-old students, which are considered 

essential for full participation in modern societies. The outstanding PISA results that most 

young Korean students are relatively highly skilled. As we can see in Figure 3, Korea has 

the highest proportion of the people with tertiary education. The youth age group 

particularly between 25 and 34 had the highest percentage among the OECD countries at 

63.82, which was 25% higher than OECD average. Thus Korean youth group tends to 

avoid working in so-called 3D (Dirty, Dangerous, Difficult) industries and SMEs, and 

prefer to obtain office jobs, especially in the conglomerates. This is an important aspect, 

which engenders a labor shortage in low-skilled industries and SMEs in Korea. Therefore, 

the solution to revive the industries at the limit is to import labor force.  
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Figure 3.  Population with tertiary education (2011) 

 
Source: Education at a Glance 2013, OECD 

 

Considering the irreversible societal factors causing an acute labor shortage, such as 

demographic changes and a large proportion of highly educated people among the 

working age group, receiving low-skilled labor migrants is vital for Korean economy. 

The question is who and how to invite for a more stable and sustainable system, as well 

as for a potential integration in Korean society. The study finds implications and lessons 

from the Swiss case for the future Korean labor migration policy.  
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Chapter II, Framework for Analysis contains a literature review to understand the 

concept and history of labor migration and a methodology to compare the two cases. 

Chapter III, Switzerland and Chapter IV, South Korea provide analysis of integration of 

immigrants in Switzerland focusing on the Italian labor migrants, and the evolution of 

labor migration policy and the temporary labor migrants in Korea. Lessons from the 

Swiss case and the discussion for the Korean labor migration system are clarified in 

Chapter V, Cross-national Analysis. The thesis concludes with the application of the 

lessons and the solutions to the future labor migration policy in Korea. 
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II. FRAMEWORK FOR ANALYSIS 

 

1. Literature Review and Research Question 

This part of the thesis explores the theory of migration and integration. It begins 

by introducing motives for migration and various spectrums of migration. In order to 

develop a solid study on migration, the social and economic aspects of labor migration 

from the literature are quoted primarily from Western perspectives. The definitions of 

integration are explored as well. The last part highlights the views of Korean scholars on 

labor migration issues to understand how far the studies have been established and to find 

the niche to apply the lessons from the Swiss case.    

There are different ways to analyze the motives of migration. Bauder illustrated 

that there are various motives for migration decisions, apart from economic reasons, 

including political and humanitarian intentions, reuniting families and repatriating exiled 

populations and former emigrants.14 However, in the end, no matter what the motivation 

was, their presence in the destination countries always has an economic effect. Bauder 

added that international migration regulates economies since the industrialized economies 

highly depend on migration.15 Morrison and DaVanzo focused on diversity of purposes in 

migration by investigating individual’s motives, personal capabilities and information 

                                                           
14 Harald Bauder, Labor Movement: How Migration Regulates Labor Markets (Oxford University 

Press, 2006). 
15 Ibid. 
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sources.16  

Many scholars have focused on social and economic aspects of immigration. 

Wihtol de Wenden focused on the impact of Muslim women in France serving as cultural, 

economic and political mediators, bridging sending and receiving country.17 Meanwhile, 

others have analyzed the economic aspects of international migration. Bauder argues that 

apart from the normative concepts of integration, the economic aspect does necessary 

focus on equal rights in the labor market but rather encompasses the meaning that 

"immigrants have a distinct economic function that is vital for local, national, and 

international economies to operate".18 According to Moch, migration in Western Europe 

was “playing a vital role in modernization and industrialization”.19 Cohen added that 

international migration introduced a market for both free and unfree workers and 

employers under capitalism in which workers started to make free choice to move to the 

                                                           
16 Peter A. Morrison and Julie DaVanzo, “The Prism of Migration: Dissimilarities Between Return 

and Onward Movers”, The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (Rand, 

1986).  
17 Catherine Wihtol de Wenden, “Young Muslim Women in France: Cultural and Psychologial 

Adjustments”, Political Psychology Vol. 19, no.1 (1998) 
18 Harald Bauder, Labor Movement: How Migration Regulates Labor Markets (Oxford University 

Press, 2006). 
19 Leslie Page Moch, "Moving Europeans: Historical Migration Practices in Western Europe" in 

Robin Cohen ed., The Cambridge Survey of World Migration (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1995). See also Moch, Moving Europeans: Migration in Western Europe since 1650 

(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1992). 
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area where they will receive the highest income.20  

The migration issues cannot be further discussed without tackling integration 

matters. Having moved from their home country to another, a desirable outcome would 

be to integrate economically and socially in the destination country. Without a proper 

integration, immigrants can face inequality, lack of opportunity and discrimination. This 

situation is also problematic for the host countries that the native population can confront 

various social problems and conflicts. Therefore, a study of integration is essential in the 

era of free mobility.+ 

There are various perspectives of integration. Bauder explained that the 

integration as commonly used term “in the debates on immigration and settlement, 

particularly as it pertains to the labor market”. Although he thought that there was no 

consensus on the meaning of the term, he added that “integration sometimes stands for 

the recognition of diversity and difference” implying conformity and assimilation to the 

resident population”. 21  On the other hand, Treibel stated that the term pertains to 

"authoritarian ideology" asking immigrants to "assume the identity and behaviour” of the 

host country.22 Brody illustrated that the challenges immigrants bring will not fade away 

                                                           
20 Robin Cohen, The New Helots: Migrants in the International Division of Labour (Aldershot: 

Avebury/Gower Publishing Group, 1987). 
21 Harald Bauder, Labor Movement: How Migration Regulates Labor Markets (Oxford University 

Press, 2006). 
22 Annette. Treibel, “Migration in Modernen Gesellschaften”, Soziale Folgen von Einwanderung 

Gastarbeit und Flucht (München: Juventa Verlag, 1999).  
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but force the co-existence of native population and immigrants.23 According to Peace et 

al., for better employment outcomes and integration, a formal recognition of their skills 

and qualifications are necessary. Weiner also suggested concrete conditions of integration 

for migrants. He stated that the successful states of integration of migrants are absorbed 

“into the economy, culture, social system and polity” in the destination country.24 

The OECD addresses two notions of integration of immigrations. One concept 

encompasses both economic and social convergence between the immigrants and native 

population. In order to measure the degree of convergence, it uses unemployment rate, 

employment/population ratio, average earnings, school achievement, home ownership, 

fertility rates, voting behavior and participation in community organizations. The other 

concept implies assimilation as a broader notion of integration, such as adopting values 

and beliefs of the host country.25 The OECD also introduced various indicators to assess 

the integration of the immigrants in the host countries. It has been collecting data from 

each government of member states since the early 2000s. Its publication “Settling In” 

contains the results of each indicator for integration and comparison among the OECD 

member countries. The key indicators involve income distribution, housing, health, 

native-born offspring of immigrants' education, labor market outcomes and civic 

engagement.  
                                                           
23 Betsy Teresa Brody, “Opening the Door: Immigration, Ethnicity, and Globalization in Japan”, 

East Asia: History, Politics, Sociology and Culture (Routledge, 2002). 
24 Myron Weiner, “Bad Neighbors, Bad Neighborhoods - An Inquiry Into the Causes of Refugee 

Flows”, International Security (1996). 
25 OECD, OECD Economic Surveys: Korea (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2007). 
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Literature focusing on the Swiss case contained different aspects of integration of 

immigrants in Switzerland. de Coulon analyzed assimilation of the foreign workforce in 

the Swiss labour market by scrutinizing wage differences and education profile of the 

immigrants classified into two groups: immigrants from traditional countries of migration 

including Italy and other countries.26 There were some critical views on its integration 

policy. D’Amato questioned the existence of multicultural policy in Switzerland insisting 

that the current political and legal system in Switzerland do not welcome a multicultural 

society.27 A few literatures focused on the perception of immigrants among the native 

population. The xenophobia against Italian immigrants was strong in the 1960s and 1970s 

especially those from rural areas of Italy.28 However, a recent survey demonstrated that it 

has completely changed. According to Hoffmann-Nowotny, the “Italians are not 

negatively perceived anymore, whereas other groups, as for example Turks, Tamils, 

Africans and persons from former Yugoslavia have become the object of prejudice”.29  

                                                           
26 Augustin de Coulon, “Evidence on the education profile and the assimilation of immigrants in 

Switzerland”, International Journal of Manpower 19, no. 7 (1998), 542-543.  
27 Gianni D’Amato, “Switzerland: A Multicultural Country without Multicultural Policies?”, The 

Multiculturalism Backlash European Discourses, Policies and Practices (London: Routledge, 

2010), 17-18. 
28 Arnold Niederer, “Unsere Fremdarbeiter volkskundlich betrachtet”, Wirtschaftspolitische 

Mitteilungen 23 (1967), 1-19. 
29 Hans Mahnig and Andreas Wimmer, “Integration without Immigration Policy: the Case of 

Switzerland”, EFFNATIS Working Paper 29, Swiss Forum for Migration Studies (University of 

Neuchâtel, 1999). See also H.-J. Hoffmann-Nowotny et al., Das ”Fremde” in der Schweiz – 1969 

und 1995, (Zürich: Soziologisches Institut der Universität Zürich, 1997), 72-77. 
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Local scholars in Korea have focused on Korean migration history and economic 

impact of the current labor migration system. The Migration Research and Training 

Center (MRTC), which is an affiliated institution of International Organization of 

Migration (IOM), has published numerous papers on the evolution of the migration policy 

in Korea. Oh et al. investigated the overview of migration profile in Korea,30 as well as 

Kim who focused on the immigration history in Korea.31 These MRTC working papers 

presented a thorough overview and development of migration policy in association with 

domestic politics. 

Researchers from the Korea Development Institute and Korea Labor Institute 

analyzed the economic impact of migration. Choi forecasted the long-term impact of 

labor migration in the Korean labor market.32 Another researcher Cho narrowed the focus 

down to the wage differences between local and migrant workers. 33  Although each 

researcher differentiated their angles toward the labor migration, most literatures held a 

tacit agreement on the necessity of labor migration in Korea. However, further studies on 

integration policy of immigrants are required from the local experts’ perspectives. 
                                                           
30 Jung-Eun Oh, Dong Kwan Kang, Julia Jiwon Shin, Sang-lim Lee, Seung Bok Lee, and Kiseon 

Chung, “Migration Profile of the Republic of Korea”, IOM MRTC Research Report Series no. 

2011-01 (Migration Research and Training Centre, 2011). 
31 Won-Sook Kim, “A study on the history of immigration policy in Korea”, IOM MRTC Working 

Paper Series no. 2012-04 (Migration Research and Training Centre, 2012), 10. 
32 Kyung-soo Choi, ,0+R+7!89+ST,+UVWX>+YZ@+[X\+]K+(Korea 

Development Institute, 2010).+
33 Donghoon Cho, “7!8K+!^+_`1+abcd+e$fg+Labor Policy Research 10, no.3 

(Korea Labor Institute, 2010).++
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Therefore, this thesis provides a more detailed discussion on temporary labor migration 

system in Korea in light of a sustainable and stable integration process. By separating H-2 

and E-9 schemes to apply the lessons and implications from the Swiss case, the thesis 

offers unique focus and findings.  

 

2. Case Selection and Methodology 

The benefit of analyzing European experiences is that each country within Europe 

had similar policies but they developed differently, with varying outcomes as well. 

Among the various contexts, the thesis has chosen the Swiss case to find implications for 

Korea. The focus of the case is a successful integration of Italian guest workers who 

migrated in 1950s and 1960s and made up the largest group among the post-war labor 

migrants in Switzerland. The Italians exceeded 50% of migrant workers between 1950 

and 1970.34 They are recognized as a good example of achieving both economic and 

social integration in the host country. The thesis therefore scrutinizes the characteristics 

of Italian immigrants and the determinants that eased integration.   

There are several reasons why the study selected the Swiss case among all European 

countries. First of all, it did not receive any colonial migrants, meaning it is a suitable 

country to compare with Korea, since Korea also did not have a colonial history. Hansen 

(2003) addressed two characteristics of migration into Europe in the 1960s to 1970s. He 

                                                           
34 Gianni D’Amato, “Switzerland: A Multicultural Country without Multicultural Policies?”, The 

Multiculturalism Backlash European Discourses, Policies and Practices (London: Routledge, 

2010). 



%%"

classified the host countries into two categories, the “Prewar Colonial Migration” and the 

“Postwar Guest-Worker Policies”. Below is the list of countries belonging to each 

category.35    

 

! Prewar Colonial Migration: UK, France, the Netherlands and Belgium 

! Postwar Guest-Worker Policies: Austria, Switzerland, Germany, Belgium, 

the Netherlands, France, Denmark and Sweden  

 

Switzerland received labor migrants from other European countries, and more 

recently from Asian, African and Middle Eastern countries. As Korea does not have any 

colonial migrants, the study eliminated those countries with labor migrants from their 

colonies.  

Second, Switzerland has a strong national identity, although it is a federal state. 

Kohler and Tanner claimed that Switzerland had a strong national identity that served as a 

source for the country's stability.36 Its values emphasizing on the independence and 

                                                           
35 Randall Hansen, Migration to Europe since 1945: Its History and its Lessons (The Political 

Quarterly Publishing Co., 2003). 
36 Georg Kohler, “Demokratie, Integration, Gemeinschaft : Thesen im Vorfeld einer  

Einwanderungsgesetzdiskussion”, Migration : und wo bleibt das Ethische? (Zürich: 

Schweizerischer Arbeitskreis für ethische Forschung,1994),17-34. See also, Jakob Tanner, 

“Multikulturelle Gesellschaft - eine Alternative zur 'nationalen Identität'?”, Friconomy. Zeitschrift 

der Wirtschaftsstudenten (Universität Freiburg, 1993),16-20.  
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neutrality contributed to build up a unique identity in Europe. Korea also has a strong 

identity due to its homogeneity and a long history. In this context, Switzerland and Korea 

encourage assimilation of immigrants rather than a society based on multiculturalism. 

Although Switzerland has a large number of immigrants, it lacks a multicultural policy in 

the context of integration. D’Amato claimed that there is no chance for multiculturalism 

in Switzerland when considering the current landscape of Swiss politics and immigration 

policies focusing on exclusive identity, which enabled native population to be "free from 

any impositions of a migration society". Moreover, he argued that "its consociational and 

direct democratic procedures" benefited neo-nationalists who are against expanding 

cultural and citizenship rights to immigrants and multiculturalist programs. 37  The 

situation is similar in Korea. Discussion on multiculturalism is limited and lacks support 

in both political realm and public opinion. Furthermore, the government has yet 

established any integration policy for immigrants. To sum up, Switzerland and Korea are 

protective in terms of their national identity and native population, preferring immigrants 

to assimilate into society rather than embracing multiculturalism.  

Thirdly, Switzerland had a temporary labor migration system called the Guest 

Worker System and Seasonal Worker Program similar to the EPS in Korea. It began to 

receive guest workers and seasonal workers in the 1950s and it had allowed permanent 

                                                           
37 Gianni D’Amato, "Switzerland: A Multicultural Country without Multicultural Policies?", The 

Multiculturalism Backlash European Discourses, Policies and Practices (London: Routledge, 

2010), 17-18. 
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residency to many of those workers for stable employment to benefit both employers and 

workers. As it went through a transformation from temporary to permanent, their 

experience is expected to provide profound implications for Korea.  

Concerning the demographic challenges in Korea, it is necessary to import a 

labor force. The current temporary labor migration system, the EPS, has received 

relatively positive evaluation in comparison to other temporary worker schemes. 

However, in recent years, there have been a growing number of over-stayers who entered 

under the EPS. And many of EPS workers and the employers (SMEs) prefer a longer 

term employment. As the supply and demand for labor migrants are increasing, Korea 

needs to prepare a long-term labor migration. In this context, Korea should know how to 

induce integration of labor migrants. In order for long-term labor migration system to 

strive, it is necessary for Korea to import labor force that corresponds with integration 

determinants that the thesis identified. Thus, this paper analyzes the Italian immigrants’ 

integration in Switzerland to find lessons for Korea’s future labor migration system. The 

research question of the thesis is as follows:  

+

! What lessons can be drawn from the successful integration case of Italian 

immigrants who went to Switzerland in the 1950s and 1960s for future labor 

migration and integration policies in Korea? 

 

In order to answer the question, this thesis conducts a Cross-National Comparative 

Research between Italian immigrants in Switzerland in the 1950s and 60s and the 
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temporary migrant workers in Korea since the 1990s. The objective of this study is to 

identify the determinants facilitating the integration of Italian immigrants in Switzerland 

for Korea to accept foreign workers who satisfy integration profiles. The sources are from 

academic literatures, surveys and data collected by international organizations such as 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), International Labor 

Organization (ILO), International Organization of Migration (IOM) and the United 

Nations (UN). Furthermore, quotes from interviews with governmental officials and 

experts have also been used. The interviewees were the Economist in the International 

Migration Division at the OECD, a high-ranking official at the Ministry of Employment 

and Labor in Korea and teachers at a public middle school located in Ansan, Korea. 

As the study looks into the social integration part of the immigration, it adopts the 

definition by Easterly et al. who viewed the lack of social cohesion as “the nature and 

extent of social and economic divisions within society (income, ethnicity, political party, 

caste, language, etc.) which create societal cleavages”.38 Norton and de Haan also stated 

that when it comes to social cohesion, the core issue is related to values. They added that 

the social cohesion concept has strong links to shared values, identities and norms.39 

Based on the literatures, the thesis adopts several factors to investigate the case of 

integration of Italian immigrants in Switzerland. The determinants involve the economic 
                                                           
38 William Easterly, Jozef Ritzen, and Michael Woolcock, “Social Cohesion, Institutions, and 

Growth”, Economics and Politics 18-2 (2006), 103–20. 
39 Andrew Norton, and Arjan de Haan, “Social Cohesion: Theoretical Debates and Practical 

Applications with Respect to Jobs”, Background Paper for the World Development Report (2013), 

9-13. 
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aspects such as employment status, competition in the labor market and mobility and the 

social aspects including religion, language, exchanges with home country and education 

for children of immigrants. 

 In conclusion, the analysis of Swiss case can provide fruitful implications for 

Korea. To reiterate, the focus of this thesis is the integration of Italian immigrants since 

1950s and its lessons for Korea. This study also addresses differences between foreign 

labor force under the EPS, E-9 and H-2 schemes, to identify which scheme is more 

suitable for a long-term labor migration and integration. The thesis unfolds lessons from 

the Swiss experiences for Korea to prevent negative consequences such as social 

challenges and conflicts. The next chapter provides an overview of immigration in 

Switzerland and an analysis of Italian workers’ integration case compared to the recent 

asylum seekers.  
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III. SWITZERLAND 

 

1. Immigration in Switzerland 

The historical background of migration in Europe, including Switzerland, 

contains multiple stages of transformation prior to the initiative to import labor force. 

Mahnig and Wimmer explained that Switzerland became an immigration country as the 

industrialization began in the late 19th century. They demonstrated that the number of 

foreigners amounted to 600,000 right before World War I (15.4% of the total population) 

but the number was reduced substantially during World War I and World War II. 

However, the wars did not affect the Swiss economy and the surrounding countries’ 

demand, they rather “stimulated a rapid growth” of the Swiss economy. Thus Switzerland 

saw large inflows of immigrants again, “from 285,000 in 1950 (6.1% of the total 

population) to 495,000 (10.8%) in 1960 and to 938,000 (17.2%) in 1970”. They 

confirmed that during the 1950s and 1960s, most of immigrants were from Italy (Table 2). 

In the 1970s, the countries of origins were diversified coming from Germany, France, 

Italy, Austria, Spain, (ex)Yugoslavia, Portugal and Turkey.40 However, Italians were still 

over 50 % in the 1970s. 

 

 

                                                           
40 Hans Mahnig and Andreas Wimmer, “Integration without Immigration Policy: the Case of 

Switzerland”, EFFNATIS Working Paper 29, Swiss Forum for Migration Studies (University of 

Neuchâtel, 1999). 
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Table 2. Composition of foreign residents in Switzerland  

by country of origin in 1990 

Country of Origin 1960 1990 

Germany 16.0% 6.9% 

France 5.4% 4.2% 

Italy 59.2% 30.8% 

Austria and Liechtenstein 6.8% 2.6% 

Other European Countries 7.1% 39.1% 

Other Countries 5.6% 16.4% 

Source: Haug (1995) 

 

 In regards to the labor migrants, workers from Italy, the former Yugoslavia, 

Portugal, Turkey and Sri Lanka (through an asylum procedure) became a major labor 

force from the 1980s. According to the OECD, the composition of immigration to 

Switzerland was labor migration and associate family flows. 41  Therefore “the labor 

market integration of immigrants was less an issue of public debate than the 

macroeconomic impact of immigration on wages and on structural change”. It also added 

that Switzerland became the most important destination country for humanitarian 

migrants and that the migrant intake was diversified.   

 Martin noted that Switzerland launched a guest worker system before other 

                                                           
41 OECD, Jobs for Immigrants, vol.3 - Labour Market Integration in Austria, Norway and 

Switzerland (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012b). 
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European countries.42  It was due to an economy unaffected by the war period. The 

employers who were making private agreements to recruit workers from Italy largely 

adopted the system. Switzerland allowed family reunion of the guest workers in 1964. 

Martin added that the Swiss government adopted an employer-specific quota system in 

1963. Due to the recession in 1973, however, many guest workers lost their jobs and left 

the country. Liebig stated that due to the layoff, Swiss labor force fell 8% although the 

unemployment rate remained below 1%. He added that Switzerland mainly hired low-

skilled workers on a temporary basis in the beginning, which was changed in the early 

1990s to a new “Aliens Act” to give priority to highly skilled migrant workers classifying 

temporary and permanent residency focusing on the interest of domestic labor market. 

Liebig stressed that Switzerland favored migrant workers from the EU countries 

especially after signing the bilateral agreement on the free movement of persons (FMP) 

between Switzerland and the EU.43  

The Italian migrants amounted more than five millions between the 1870s and the 

1980s, which made them the largest immigration group. However, the immigrants from 

former Yugoslavia outnumbered them at around 350,000. The Italian guest workers who 

arrived after World War II contributed significantly to the building of modern 

Switzerland. However, the hostility of the Swiss population against Italian immigrants 
                                                           
42 Philip Martin, Managing Labor Migration: Temporary Worker Programmes For The 21st 

Century, International Symposium on International Migration and Development (United Nations 

Secretariat, 2006). 
43 Thomas Liebig, Switzerland’s immigration Policy: Lessons for Germany? (Uni St Gallen 

Forschungsinstitut Für Arbeit und Arbeitsrecht, 2002) 
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peaked in the 1970s, when they proposed to limit the number of foreigners. Nonetheless, 

many experts view the relations between Switzerland and Italy as “a model for successful 

co-existence”. 44  In conclusion, the temporary labor migration system in Switzerland 

contributed to the permanent settlement of immigrants from the 1960s. On the other hand, 

Switzerland does not have a legal tool to prohibit the discrimination against immigrants. 

At the same time, the early immigrants in Switzerland were relatively well engaged in 

society due to their higher rates of employment resulting in a successful economic 

integration.  

 

2. Integration of Italian Immigrants  

A few experts viewed the key component that led to the successful integration of 

Italian immigrants was primarily their ensured employment. In Switzerland, 27% of 

working-age population is foreign-born which makes it one of the largest immigration 

countries among the OECD members. The labor market is rather favorable to the 

immigrants facilitating their integration. It has higher employment rates of immigrants 

compared to other receiving countries in Europe. In regards to the recent migrants, they 

make up 5% of the total population and have positive outcome in the labor market as 

                                                           
44 Swissinfo, Italian immigrants shaped modern Switzerland (accessed June 15, 2014); available 

from 

http://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/archive/Italian_immigrants_shaped_modern_Switzerland.html?cid=3

564154. 
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most of them are from neighboring countries primarily from Germany.45 Dr. Liebig stated 

during the interview that the integration outcome is relatively positive in Korea:46 

 

“When it comes to a discussion on integration, the labor market integration 

is the key. Switzerland has particularly good outcomes regarding the 

economic integration of migrants. This is not primarily because the Swiss 

government had particular measures to facilitate the labor market 

integration of immigrants. It is first of all attributable to the good labor 

market conditions in Switzerland. When the labor market is in good shape, it 

definitely helps immigrants find a job. On the other hand, Swiss people 

recently voted against free inflows of migrants.  Swiss people seemed to have 

been reluctant towards accepting continuing large inflows of immigrants for 

a number of reasons. One of them may be a fear of potential competition.” 

 

It is indeed undeniable that economic integration is the most fundamental factor to 

accomplish integration. However, in this thesis, we try to find other elements including 

social elements and characteristics that fostered integration while recognizing the 

importance of employment as a first step.  

There are several reasons for the success of the social integration of Italian 

                                                           
45 OECD, Jobs for Immigrants, vol.3 - Labour Market Integration in Austria, Norway and 

Switzerland (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012b). 
46 Interview with Dr. Thomas Liebig. 
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immigrants in Switzerland defined by some key determinants. First, the economic 

integration of post-war labor migrants was almost guaranteed during the 1950s and 60s. 

When the Italian guest workers and individuals moved to Switzerland, the nation was 

focusing on economic development shortly after World War II, meaning many jobs were 

available, especially in construction industries. The economic situation definitely 

contributed to the high employment rates for those immigrants, allowing them to make a 

living in Switzerland even with their families.  

Secondly, the geographical proximity facilitated movement meaning large 

inflows and outflows. Messina underlined geographical convenience and the presence of 

"a large Italian-speaking native population made it both logistically convenient and 

culturally and politically desirable for Switzerland to recruit large numbers of Italian 

guest workers for its fast-growing, labor-starved economy in the 1950s and 1960s".47  

Proximity also contributed to the high rate of return. Due to the large number of returnees, 

the remaining workers had higher chances of integration due to their diligence and 

reliability at work and less competition in the labor market. Until the early 1980s, the 

Italian immigrants were about 46% of total foreign population in Switzerland. From the 

early stage of import of Italian guest workers, the Swiss government allowed family 

reunion and annual residency permits for seasonal workers, thanks to the support of the 

Italian government. Such changes allowed the Italian labor migrants and their families to 

settle permanently. 

                                                           
47 Anthony M. Messina, The Logics and Politics of Post-WWII Migration to Western Europe 

(Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
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 Thirdly, the religion of both Switzerland and Italy was Christianity. Although 

there were a number of reformed churches in Switzerland, the biggest group was still 

Roman Catholic, which was also the main religion in Italy. Shared religion and values 

were one of the most important factors easing the settlement of Italian immigrant without 

many conflicts and clashes. Furthermore, both Switzerland and Italy shared European 

identity and culture. Switzerland steps back when it comes to signing up for European 

Union, however, its history belongs to the part of European history and culture is similar 

to those of neighboring countries in Europe. The common traits of identity and shared 

culture facilitated the social integration of those immigrants from countries near by such 

as Italy.  

Fourthly, the language barrier was not too high for Italians to live in Switzerland. 

Italian is one of the most spoke languages in Switzerland for a long time and one of the 

official languages of Switzerland. However, many guest workers were working in either 

German or French speaking parts of the country where jobs were available. Due to the 

proximity of the languages with their mother tongue, Italians did not struggle much to 

acquire French or German. As language serves as the most fundamental tool in social 

activities, the Italians had advantages in mastering the tool.  

Lastly, in order for the immigrants to achieve a complete social integration, it is 

necessary to provide their children with the same education as the local children. In the 

case of Switzerland, it offered the same education to the children of immigrants based on 

the European Convention on Human Rights drafted by, at that time, Council of Europe in 

1950 that guaranteed universal entitlement to education. It therefore fostered the better 
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integration of the second and third generation of the Italian immigrants who came since 

1950s. Figure 4 shows an overview of various determinants that contributed to the 

integration of Italian workers.  

 

Figure 4. Italian immigrants' integration in Switzerland  

 

Source: Author 

 

The Italian immigrants who moved to Switzerland satisfied both economic and 

social criteria to be effectively integrated. However, there are two conditions that should 

be considered when evaluating their integration. There was a high rate of return among 

the Italian workers in Switzerland, which could be translated into a failed integration. 

Nonetheless, it made the ones who remained have better chances to assimilate since it 
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lowered the competition rate in the labor market for Italian workers. Another factor to 

take into consideration is frequent exchanges with homes due to geographical proximity. 

As the distance was short, the exchanges and traveling occurred often. In this regard, the 

migrant workers could easily overcome their strong attachment to home and settle in 

Switzerland. These two factors contributed to the positive outcome of their settlement as 

well for those who remained.  

 

3. Recent immigration and Asylum Seekers  

According to the OECD, about 5% of the resident population in Switzerland 

consists of recent immigrants.48 Many came from other European Union (EU) member 

countries due to the free movement agreement. However, this part focuses on asylum 

seekers among recent migrants. Since they mostly came from the lower income countries, 

they faced various difficulties settling down in Switzerland in comparison to other 

immigrants from the neighbouring countries in Western Europe who have relative 

advantages in terms of skills, education level and languages.  

Table 3 shows the foreign-population living in Switzerland in 2012. Switzerland 

has a high rate of foreign-population among European countries at 22.8%. Among them, 

8.5% are from outside of EU countries. In 2010, the number of asylum seekers coming 

from outside Europe amounted to 27,092 which was similar to annual inflows since the 

                                                           
48 Thomas Liebig, Sebastian Kohls, and Karolin Krause, “The Labour Market Integration of 

Immigrants and Their Children in Switzerland”, OECD Social, Employment and Migration 

Working Papers (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012). 
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1990s according to the data from the Office Fédéral de la Statistique, Neuchâtel.49   

 

Table 3. The number of foreign citizens in Europe by country in 2012 

 
Source: Eurostat (2013) 

                                                           
49 Office Fédéral de la Statistique, Neuchâtel, Personnes dans le processus d'asile selon la 

nationalité par pays, de 1995 à 2010 (accessed April 8, 2014); available from 

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index.html.  
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Some sociological studies of Swiss media claimed that the fear of immigrants is 

escalating among the local population. Due to the unemployed status of most asylum 

seekers, they have created poverty and other social problems. The integration seems 

unlikely for those migrants especially when we look at cultural and language barriers 

considering their countries of origin. According to Figure 5, majority of asylum seekers 

are from African or Middle Eastern countries such as Eritrea at 17.2%, Somalia at 12.1%, 

Iraq at 8.7%, Serbia including Kosovo at 7.8%, Sri Lanka at 7.6% and Nigeria at 5.9%.  

 

Figure 5. Asylum applicants to Switzerland by country of origin in 2008 

 
Source: Federal Office for Migration, Switzerland 
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In response to the difficulties of integrating the asylum seekers, the integration policy 

in Switzerland mainly supports and focuses on them. The Swiss government provides 

financial supports, which amounted to CHF 31 million in 2009 and CHF 56 million in 

2010. The language training exists; however, it is allegedly available to only a limited 

number of migrants. Unfortunately, less than one third of migrants are hired a year after 

the completion of the courses.50 Hence, the social supports and welfare system play only a 

very limited role in terms of integration. It is also why receiving foreign labor force with 

similar background is important. In this case, assimilation is much easier and the 

probability of integration is high even without a massive governmental social support 

system.  

To conclude, the asylum seekers including political refugees and humanitarian 

migrants do not satisfy either economic or social factors to easily integrate in the society. 

Unlike the Italian labor migrants who had various similarities with the Swiss, the recent 

asylum seekers have significant differences with Switzerland in terms of their culture, 

religion, language, values and educational background. As a result, the native population 

has witnessed various social problems caused by the “unwelcomed guests”. They finally 

voted against the freedom of movement of EU citizens to Switzerland through a 

referendum in February 2014. Furthermore, the OECD stressed that its worsening 

employment situation led the government to set an objective of reduced immigration for 

employment, toughening the status changes, less qualified employment, and student 

                                                           
50 OECD, Jobs for Immigrants, vol.3 - Labour Market Integration in Austria, Norway and 

Switzerland (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012b). 
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employment. It reflects the recent tendency to narrow down the gate for immigration to 

Switzerland.  
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IV. SOUTH KOREA 

 

1. Immigration in South Korea 

Until 1960, emigration had prevailed in Korea. Due to the external interventions 

and internal political instability, a large number of Koreans decided or were forced to 

leave the country. According to the National Archives of Korea, over 4 million Koreans 

migrated to Japan and China during the Japanese occupation, which lasted for 35 years 

from 1910.51 Another massive outflow was to North America, following the Korean War. 

From the 1960s, Korea started to rebuild the industries and focused on stabilizing its 

system. The government had strict measures and a control system regarding incoming 

foreigners, so few were able to enter Korea during this period.  

The Korean government dispatched nearly 8,000 mineworkers and 10,000 nurses 

to Germany. This became a milestone for a skilled labor migration. Another large outflow 

of labor migration was the construction workers sent to Middle East in the 1970s. Their 

employers in Korea applied currency controls to keep their earnings in Korea. In order to 

achieve that, the government encouraged the workers to get paid in Korea. This was to 

foster the economic growth according to Park.52 Given that Korea experienced a rapid 

economic growth, there was a significant rise in wages between the 1960s and 1980s. A 

full employment system was implemented in the late 1980s. Amid such changes, the 

                                                           
51 National Archives of Korea, h7+68*+M%g (accessed January 22, 2014); available from 

http://theme.archives.go.kr/next/immigration/endoftheJoseonDynasty.do. 
52 Young-bum Park, Foreign Labor in Korea: Issues and Policy Options, Second Japan-Asean 

Forum on International Labour Migration in East Asia, 26-27 September (Tokyo, 1991). 
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number of immigrants progressively increased and it eventually exceeded the number of 

emigrants in the 1980s.53  

In the late 1980s, when the SMEs began to face acute labor shortage, the foreign 

workers took this as an opportunity to work in Korea in the so-called 3D industries 

(difficult, dirty, and dangerous). Han noted that the jobs involved dyeing, plating, heat-

treat, casting and tempering, machinery, footwear, glass, leather, electricity, electronics 

factories, and construction.54 From the 1990s, Korea started to import temporary workers. 

The Korean government formulated a policy to invite trainees from abroad. The initial 

policy was called a trainee program, which only allowed trainee status to the temporary 

workers. Those workers were primarily low-skilled. Since the launch of the trainee 

program, it earned much criticism in terms of violation of labor rights and the increasing 

number of unregistered workers.  

Therefore, the Korean government introduced a more advanced policy called the 

Employment Permit System (EPS) in 2004. Migrant workers were able to stay up to 4 

years and 10 months and were entitled to worker’s status protected by Korean labor law. 

The SMEs greatly benefited from the imported labor force as they faced a severe labor 

shortage, however, the discontinuity of employment after a few years has ultimately 

troubled the employers and constrained the possibility of economic and social 
                                                           
53 Jung-Eun Oh, Dong Kwan Kang, Julia Jiwon Shin, Sang-lim Lee, Seung Bok Lee, and Kiseon 

Chung, “Migration Profile of the Republic of Korea”, IOM MRTC Research Report Series no. 

2011-01 (Migration Research and Training Centre, 2011). 
54 Dong-hoon Han, “Foreign Migrant Workers and Social Discrimination in Korea”, Harvard Asia 

Quarterly 13, no.1 (2004). 
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convergence of migrant workers in Korea. Furthermore, the number of overstaying 

workers continued to grow. Korea remained relatively restrictive for permanent migration. 

Korea had only 0.3% of permanent-type inflows of the population in 2010.55 

 

2. Temporary Labor Migration Systems 

In this part, more detailed contents regarding the temporary labor migration 

systems and the current two temporary worker schemes in Korea are explained. The 

Korean government introduced the first labor migration policy called the “Overseas 

Investment Business Training System” in 1991. It was designed for companies, which 

aimed to expand their businesses abroad. Through this program, the companies were able 

to bring workers especially from the countries where they planned to invest. The principal 

of this scheme was to train the foreign workers once they arrive in Korea, and then send 

them back to home countries to work following the companies’ orders. As a result, the 

policy had little impact on the domestic labor market and the economy due to its 

tremendously limited stay and strict return policy. 

In 1993, the government launched a policy called the Industrial Trainee System 

(ITS), which was influenced by the previous scheme. The government and the industries 

expected the ITS to resolve labor shortage primarily in production, manual sectors, and 

the SMEs. It later was acknowledged as the first legal scheme to ease the problems 

caused by shrinking working age population. The government decided to provide 10,000 

foreign workers per year to revive the struggling 3D industries. According to Kim, an 
                                                           
55 OECD, OECD Economic Surveys: Korea (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012a). 
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additional 20,000 trainees joined the program after a month.56 In 1997, the total number 

of trainees amounted to 90,000.  

Notwithstanding the large number of incoming workers, the ITS was heavily 

criticized due to its disapproval of the workers’ status. As they were not recognized as 

workers, the trainees were exempted from the protection under the Korean labor law. 

Their trainee status brought serious abuse of labor rights; many had worked under harsh 

conditions or withdrawn from the program to work as unregistered workers. In some 

cases, becoming undocumented worker was better than remaining a trainee to escape 

from the many constraints. Thus, the rates of illegal workers remained over 50% of total 

migrant workers throughout the 1990s (Table 4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
56 Won-Sook Kim, “A study on the history of immigration policy in Korea”, IOM MRTC Working 

Paper Series no. 2012-04 (Migration Research and Training Centre, 2012), 10. 
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Table 4. Proportion of migrant workers by status (1987-1998) 

 

 

Recognizing the shortcomings of the system, the Small and Medium Business 

Administration (SMBA) decided to adopt a “2+1 system” in 1998. It implied 2 years of 

training and 1 year of employment. However, it was not guaranteed for every participant 

as only those who succeeded in passing tests including Korean language proficiency were 

allowed to enter the final year of employment. It was also referred to as a Training-

Working Program. Although it was not entirely in favor of the migrant workers in regards 

to receiving proper treatment, it opened the door for foreign workers to engage in a legal 

employment. Yet much improvement was required, since solely the final year was 

guaranteed with labor rights for the migrant workers.  

In 2002, the system changed slightly from the 2+1 system. Park stated that the 

government enlarged the number of trainees under the new program from 20,000 to 
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145,000 in the same year.57 Despite the longer period of employment with worker’s status, 

the improved system remained as a limited and similar scheme to the original trainee 

program. In other words, the abuse of labor rights of the trainees continued to occur and 

the press focused on such cases. It engendered many debates on the defects of the trainee 

program. Finally, the government decided to abandon the system. According to Park, the 

number of unregistered foreigners, who were assumed to be working mostly, showed a 

great leap between 1998 and 2002, from 99,537 to 289,239.58  

 

EPS: E-9 Permit  

In 2004, the government outlined a new framework for labor migration, known as 

EPS. It was built for the same purpose as the former programs to tackle labor shortage in 

the SMEs and, at the same time, it was also designed to eradicate problems caused by the 

previous systems. As some companies preferred to maintain the trainee system due to the 

lower labor cost, it took more than 3 years to abolish the trainee program.  

The first legal scheme for labor migration, the EPS offered two types of visas for 

low-skilled foreign workers. The visas were Non-professional Employment (E-9 visa 

introduced in 2004), and Working Visit (H-2 visa introduced in 2007). Under the 

Employment Act etc, of Foreign Workers, the governmental bodies were in charge of a 
                                                           
57 Park, Young-bum, Migration Policy Institute, South Korea: Balancing Labor Demand with 

Strict Controls (accessed March 4, 2014); available from 

http://www.migrationinformation.org/feature/display.cfm?ID=272. 
58 Young-bum Park, Temporary Low-skilled Migrant Worker Program in Korea: Employment 

Permit Scheme (Korea Research Institute for Vocational Education and Training, 2013). 
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whole selection and admission process. The Foreign Workforce Policy Committee 

(FWPC) set the annual quotas for each sending country. It also designated the number of 

migrant workers for each industry in Korea. In this way, the process became transparent 

and efficient.  

 

Table 5. E-9 Visa holders employment by Industry (2004-2011) 

 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006 2005 2004 

Total 49130 40457 63323 75024 33687 28976 31659 3167 

Manufacture 40,396 33545 55351 65871 30181 28182 31115 3124 

Construction 2,207 2498 4296 3326 740 42 84 0 

Agro-livestock 4,557 3153 2324 4482 2298 700 419 43 

Service 124 53 54 48 48 52 41 0 

Fishery 1,846 1208 1298 1297 420 0 0 0 

Source: Korean Statistical Information Service 

 

As we can see in Table 5, the number of E-9 visa holders gradually increased 

until 2008 and decreased to 49,130 in 2011. The number was reduced between 2008 and 

2009 due to the financial crisis. The manufacturing industry has always been the biggest 

receiver of migrant workers. The other industries, such as construction, agro-livestock 

and fishery, have continuously enlarged the employment of migrant workers since 2004. 

The service sector, on the other hand, remained relatively reserved to the migrant workers 

and show tardy increase.  

According to the OECD, a large proportion of low-skilled workers in Korea were 
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recruited under the EPS. It added that the total number of such workers reached 513,600 

in 2010.59 The EPS guaranteed migrant workers labor rights. Furthermore, the E-9 permit 

holders were entitled to various insurance and pension benefits. Under the EPS, they were 

able to work up to 4 years and 10 months in manufacturing, agriculture, livestock, fishery 

and construction industries. The term is much longer than that of Switzerland under a 

temporary scheme. In light of reducing the number of unregistered workers, the EPS 

permitted certain number of workers legal status, which was another advanced aspect in 

comparison to the Guest Worker System in Switzerland.  

The employers are allowed to hire foreign workers under E-9 scheme only if they 

could not find any domestic workers. When the employer justifies their efforts to 

advertize the recruitment for at least 14 days, they can apply for employing foreign 

worker under the EPS. Then a list of applicants is given to the potential employers. They 

are able to select the most promising employee based on the applicants’ information on 

age, nationality and educational level.  

For running the EPS, Korea signed the Memorandum of Understanding with 15 

partner countries to bring labor force. The partner countries were as below.  

 

! Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, East Timor, Indonesia, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, 

Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Thailand, the Philippines, Uzbekistan and 

Vietnam 

 
                                                           
59 OECD, OECD Economic Surveys: Korea (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012a). 
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The home countries of E-9 workers seem fairly distant from Korea in terms of 

culture, language, religion and values. Therefore, the integration is expected to be 

difficult in case the system transforms into a long-term labor migration.   

In order for the job seekers in the partner countries to be eligible for the EPS, 

they need to exceed 80 out of 200 scores on the Test of Proficiency in Korean (TOPIK). 

This requirement reflects that the Korean labor market tend to welcome only those who 

have a good command of Korean language with a higher possibility of adapting to the 

Korean culture. This feature is similar to that of the Netherlands; having a great 

expectation on the low-skilled labor migrant’s local language proficiency. The Human 

Resources Development Service of Korea (HRD Korea) under the Ministry of 

Employment and Labor is in charge of selecting the applicants. It draws a list of 

applicants with higher than 80 scores of TOPIK. The local branches of HRD Korea 

manage the whole process of the exam in collaboration with the sending companies in 

each country.  

Nonetheless, the TOPIK is considered as one of the most difficult requirements to 

satisfy among the job seekers in the partner countries. The job seekers in sending 

countries (who belong to a relatively low income group) need to take private Korean 

language lessons, registering in private institutions. The OECD claimed that 

approximately 435,000 applicants have taken TOPIK between 2007 and 2012.60 Table 6 

below indicates the most recent numbers of TOPIK minimum score passers by gender 

and age. The numbers of male passers are more than four times of the number of female 
                                                           
60 OECD, OECD Economic Surveys: Korea (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012a). 
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passers which was similar in Switzerland for post-war labor migrants. However, the 

difference is that Switzerland allowed family reunification of those labor migrants soon 

after their arrival whereas Korea has forbidden it.  

 

Table 6. The number of applicants and passers of EPS-TOPIK 

Year Number of passers Gender Age 

Male Female Below 20 21-29 Over 30 

2011 99,924 85,038 14,886 2,654 69,335 27,935 

2012 64,055 51,990 12,065 3,851 33,000 27,204 

2013 72,189 63,580 8,609 4,624 36,692 30,873 

Source: Korean Statistical Information Service 

 

In addition to the language proficiency test, the HRD Korea local branches 

conduct Skills Test, fitness checks and interviews to assess applicants individually. A 

medical check-up is followed by the assessment. The passers are listed in the roaster 

drawn by the HRD Korea, which is 2.5 times more than the ceiling set. Table 7 shows the 

number of applicants in the roster from 2004 to 2013. Based on the names on the roster, 

the pool is drawn taking the employers’ preferences into consideration. The employers 

are able to check the gender, nationality and age of the applicants. When the final 

decision is made, the migrant workers receive employment contract and participate in 

trainings before and after the departure from the home countries.   
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Table 7. The number of applicants in the roster by gender and by age (2004-2013) 

Year Number of applicants Gender Age 

Male Female Below 20 21-29 Over 30 

2004 28,663 23,306 5,357 785 13,952 13,926 

2005 62,404 49,375 13,029 1,725 31,254 29,425 

2006 34,945 26,657 8,288 1,039 18,985 14,921 

2007 53,996 43,295 10,701 1,330 28,429 24,237 

2008 98,583 87,019 11,564 1,441 51,622 45,520 

2009 70,267 62,009 8,258 437 31,194 38,636 

2010 51,872 44,440 7,432 1,109 30,460 20,303 

2011 102,314 85,284 17,030 5,683 62,531 34,100 

2012 90,209 72,184 18,025 3,859 54,050 32,300 

2013 89,263 74,662 14,601 2,783 46,869 39,611 

Source: HRD Korea 

  

EPS: H-2 Permit 

There is another scheme under the EPS called H-2 permit. This permit is given to 

overseas Koreans whose older generations or themselves emigrated or were deported to 

foreign countries, primarily to China and the former CIS countries, during the war or 

historical turmoil. Under this ethnic-priority scheme, H-2 visa holders can stay and seek 

jobs without any constraints in Korea up to 4 years and 10 months in case the employer 

wishes to extend the contract after the initial employment, which is for 3 years. Unlike E-

9 visa, the H-2 visa is entitled to autonomy including changing jobs without authorization. 

Furthermore, the H-2 permit holders can also apply for jobs in service sector where E-9 
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workers are restricted.  

As long as the number of permits does not go above the ceiling set at 303,000, 

ethnic Koreans can become the permit-holders.61 Most of H-2 permit holders work in 

service sector, construction and manufacture industry. As the autonomy has grown, it is 

difficult to keep tract on their occupation and change of workplace in recent years (Table 

8). The fact that they can renew the contracts numerous times and apply for permanent 

residency after a few years of employment means that the H-2 visa has the most 

significant grounds for establishing integration policy in the near future.  

 

Table 8. H-2 Permit holders by industry 

 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Total 82,294 105,772 101,949 22,472 53,206 63,640 68,697 

Service 54,239 69,132 22,996 1,666 - - - 

Construction 11,698 16,396 67,025 - - - - 

Manufacture 15,201 18,434 11,549 1,561 - - - 

Agro-livestock 849 1,441 316 39 - - - 

Fishery 307 369 63 10 - - - 

Source: Korean Statistical Information Service 

 

3. Challenges of Integration 

Until this date, integration policy for labor migrants did not exist in Korea. There 

are a few supporting systems for migrants’ families, who are mostly married to a Korean. 
                                                           
61 OECD, OECD Economic Surveys: Korea (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012a). 
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The primary reason is because the labor migrants are only considered to be temporary 

workers. Stearns noted how temporary workers are different from other immigrants that 

“their settlement in the receiving country is neither expected nor desired”.62 It is clear that 

there is no measure to facilitate their long-term stay and eventual integration. However, 

Korea should urgently realize the necessity of long-term labor migration and integration 

policies for those labor migrants due to a continuous demand for labor force in Korea in 

the next 50 years and more. Also the foreign workers who came under the temporary 

system wish to stay longer and the number of undocumented long-term stayers is 

increasing so Korea can no longer wait to take action.  

As of June 2013, the foreign labor force survey conducted by Statistics Korea 

clearly demonstrated that the majority of migrant workers wish to stay longer in Korea. 

Among the EPS workers with E-9 permit, 80% have answered that they would like to 

continue working in Korea. The migrant workers holding H-2 for ethnic Koreans who 

prefer to remain in Korea was 93%. The positive responses to remain in Korea will 

eventually lead to the increasing number of labor migrants, and possibly over-stayers. 

According to the Korea Immigration Service statistics, about 12% of foreigners overstay. 

The number of former E-9 permit holders who overstay was estimated at about 53,000 in 

2012.63 Therefore, it is necessary to find a breakthrough to accommodate long-term labor 

migrants, as well as a gateway to integrate them into society.  

                                                           
62 Peter N. Stearns, The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern World vol. 3, (Oxford University 

Press, 2008). 
63 Korea Immigration Service, from a document provided for the OECD in March, 2014. 
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Economic Challenge 

The most crucial economic challenge of the integration of labor migrants is not 

employment. As the migrant workers are invited due to a labor shortage, the jobs are in 

most cases ensured. The problem is their low wages. There is a high probability of 

generating poverty or the lowest social class by low-skilled migrant workers mainly due 

to their low wage level. Although they are entitled to equal rights as local workers in 

terms of labor rights and laws, the industries and workplaces where most of E-9 and H-2 

workers are employed generally offer minimum wages. 

The minimum wage approved by the Ministry of Employment and Labor in 2014 

amounted to KW 5210. It is 7 % more than that of the year before. If we calculate, the 5-

day-work should provide at least 1,088,890 KW per month. As we can see in Table 9 and 

Table 10, the salary offered in the industries where the most low-skilled migrant workers 

work (SMEs) have very little differences from the minimum wage. In practice, the hourly 

salary of the low-skilled labor migrant was at 7200 KRW while Koreans had either 9700 

KRW for temporary workers or 14600 KRW for full time workers based on Cho’s 

argument. Cho also confirmed that the hourly salary for migrant workers was 24% lower 

than that of Koreans.64 

 

 

 

                                                           
64 Donghoon Cho, “7!8K+!^+_`1+abcd+e$fg+Labor Policy Research 10, no.3 

(Korea Labor Institute, 2010). 
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Table 9. Base salary average in KRW by size of business (2004-2008) 

Size of 
Business 2008 2007 2006 2005 2004 

20-49 1,277,003 1,240,043 1,189,197 1,120,935 1,101,145 

50-99 1,329,270 1,229,300 1,193,716 1,116,946 1,031,948 

100-299 1,370,493 1,246,554 1,197,777 1,132,236 1,043,460 

Source: Korean Statistical Information Service 

 

Table 10. Base salary average in KRW of manufacturing industry (2004-2008) 

 2008 2007 2006 2005 2004 

Manufacture 1,348,443 1,242,006 1,195,777 1,123,590 1,061,040 

Source: Korean Statistical Information Service 

 

In order to avoid creating the lower income class consisting of low-skilled 

migrant workers, it is imperative to set a higher minimum wage and apply the same 

remuneration policy as for domestic workers. By fostering equality in wages between 

labor migrants and domestic workers, the concerns over creating poverty and affecting 

the wage level of other jobs will vanish.  

 

Social Challenges 

De Palo et al. stated that “while there is a large literature on the economic 
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assimilation of immigrants, somewhat less attention has been devoted to other – and 

equally crucial – dimensions of migrants’ integration, namely the process of social 

assimilation”.65 It implies that social integration is as important as economic integration. 

One of the most essential conditions for social integration is providing education for 

children of immigrants to have equal opportunities as the locals. However, it is difficult 

for the children of labor migrants to obtain the same education as native-born students in 

Korea due to its closed public system and expensive private education.  

Although the Korean educational system boasts top score in the PISA, it does not 

provide a curriculum designed for students with a multicultural background. In most 

public middle or high schools, there are few foreign students who can follow the courses 

and mingle with fellow students unless their Korean language skills are excellent. One 

Counsellor working in a public middle school located in Ansan where many low-skilled 

migrant workers reside described the current situation.66  

 

“One day, a foreign student was enrolled to this school that I work. But she 

had to move to another school after the first day, since she could not speak 

any Korean. She was transferred to a more internationalized school located 

in Incheon. Even if the school is located in Ansan where many low-skilled 

                                                           
65 Domenico De Palo, Riccardo Faini, and Alessandra Venturini, "The Social assimilation of 

immigrants", Discussion Paper no. 2439 (Institute for the Study of Labor, 2006). 
66 Interview with the Counsellor at a public middle school located in Ansan, on March 28, 2014 

via phone with the author. 
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migrant workers reside, it is difficult for any foreign students to follow the 

course as they are all taught in Korean. No supplementary Korean language 

course is available for them. I heard most of these foreign students are 

gathered in the school in Incheon. Another reason for us to send her there is 

that she could affect the others in following rules, such as wearing 

uniforms.” 

 

The school located in Incheon receives foreign students who are primarily second 

generation of low-skilled migrant workers. Another barrier is private education. The 

public education is limitation to handling the growing number of foreign students 

especially the children of low-skilled migrant workers. One of the teachers working on 

multicultural issues in a public school described the current situation as the following:67  

 

“There are about 7-8 foreign students out of 30 students in the school, which 

is located in the industrial area where many low-skilled migrants work. 

Among the foreign-born students, the majority is from China and then the 

Philippines, Kazakhstan, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Uzbekistan, Russia and Japan. 

They are mostly residing with a F-1 permit meaning both parents are 

working in Korea with H-2 permits. In some cases, they acquired Korean 

nationality or a foreign resident permit while keeping the nationality of 

                                                           
67 Interview with Multicultural Teacher at a public middle school located in Ansan, on  April 7, 

2014 via phone with the author. 
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country of origin. The academic grades of foreign students are relatively low 

compared to those of the Korean students. However, those who came to 

Korea when they were children receive better grades. As the language is the 

biggest barrier for the foreign students, our school provides basic Korean 

language classes for those who need to advance their language still to follow 

the curriculum. They are allowed to take 10 hours of Korean class per week. 

I believe it is possible for them to enter a 4-year-university if they get good 

grades.”  

 

Although the interviewee’s statement testifies the supports by a public school for 

foreign-born students, the bar is still high for the foreign-born students or the children of 

immigrants to perform better than Korean students. Unlike Switzerland where an equal 

education was offered to the children of labor migrants, the children of E-9 workers are 

not allowed to reside nor follow the educational system in Korea. In addition, without a 

good command of Korean language, the foreign-born students are sent to a specialized 

school, which is isolated from the rest and has a different academic curriculum. Moreover, 

pricy private education will enlarge the gap between children of local population and the 

low-income labor migrants. When considering a long-term labor migration, Korea should 

provide equal opportunities for the children of labor migrants in terms of education.  
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V. CROSS-NATIONAL ANALYSIS 

 

1. Lessons from the Swiss Case for South Korea 

Switzerland contains a strong Swiss national identity although it was founded as a 

federal state in 1848. Kreis stated that Swiss identity is based on the cultural pluralism68 

whereas Tanner claimed that Swiss national identity is reinforced by the use of 

“overforeignisation”. This concept defined the boundaries of Swiss identity and at the 

same time, a threat since a positive racial or ethno-cultural definition did not exist on the 

basis of the multicultural structure of the country. 69  Due to such characteristic, 

Switzerland has expected the immigrants to assimilate rather than to offer an open society 

based on multiculturalism. It is the same context for Korea, where the multiculturalism 

only exists artificially. Korea’s strong homogeneity implies that the foreigners always 

remain non-Koreans.  

As Korea is relatively young in terms of labor migration, it is important to scrutinize 

how the Italian labor migrants succeeded in integrating into the indigenous Swiss society. 

The characteristics of Italian labor migrants that facilitated the integration can teach what 

type of labor force Korea should adopt in preparation for a long-term labor migration 

system. The Italian workers who first came as temporary workers in 1950s and 1960s had 

                                                           
68 Georg Kreis‚ “Die Frage der nationalen Identität” in P. Hugger (Hrsg.), Handbuch der 

schweizerischen Volkskultur 2, (Zürich: Offizin-Verlag, 1992), 781-799. 
69 Jakob Tanner‚ “Nationalmythos, Überfremdungsängste und Minderheitenpolitik in derSchweiz” 

in Simone Prodolliet (Hrsg.), Blickwechsel – Die multikulturelle Schweiz an der Schwelle zum 21, 

(Luzern: Caritas-Verlag, 1998), 83-94. 
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many advantages in assimilating into Swiss society. Their language, Christianity, 

European culture, geographical proximity and education for children all contributed to a 

successful integration. On the other hand, the recent migrants, especially the asylum 

seekers have difficult time to assimilate due to their distant characteristics compared to 

the native-population in Switzerland.  

Table 11 offers a list of 15 EPS partner countries along with their official languages 

and dominant religions. As we can see, there is a massive diversity in E-9 workers’ social 

backgrounds that the integration seems to be difficult to achieve in Korea unless Korea is 

ready for a multicultural society. On the other hand, the H-2 workers, who are ethnic 

Koreans, are able to speak the same language and understand Korean culture and folk 

religion undoubtedly find integration easier. In this context, Korea should encourage the 

inflows of H-2 workers in order to pursue a stable and sustainable long-term labor 

migration and integration.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



)-"

Table 11. Official language and dominant religion of EPS partner countries 

 Official Language Dominant Religion 

Bangladesh Bangla Islam 

Cambodia Khmer Buddhism 

China Chinese Chinese folk religions 

East Timor Tetum and Portuguese Catholic 

Indonesia Indonesian Islam 

Kyrgyzstan Kyrgyz and Russian Islam 

Mongolia Mongolian Buddhism 

Myanmar Burmese Buddhism 

Nepal Nepali Hinduism 

Pakistan Urdu, English Islam 

Sri Lanka Sinhala, Tamil Buddhism 

Thailand Thai Buddhism 

Philippines Filipino, English Catholic 

Uzbekistan Uzbek Islam 

Vietnam Vietnamese Folk religions 
 

For better understanding, the thesis presents tables to compare the Italian labor 

migrants who came to Switzerland in the 1950s and 1960s with the H-2 workers under 

the EPS who are overseas Koreans based on the certain determinants that facilitated the 

integration of Italians. In addition, it compares the asylum seekers in Switzerland with E-

9 workers under the EPS to demonstrate how difficult it would be for E-9 workers to 

assimilate as the asylum seekers hardly succeeded in Switzerland.   
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Table 12. Comparison of characteristics of asylum seekers and E-9 workers  

Determinants Asylum seekers in 
Switzerland (1980-) E-9 Workers 

Employment No Yes 

Religion & 
Values Different Different 

Language Different Different 

European 
Identity/Korean 

Identity 
Different Different 

Education of 
Children Yes No 

Source: Author 

 

Table 13. Comparison of characteristics of Italian workers and H-2 workers  

Determinants Italian Immigrants in 
Switzerland (1950-1960) H-2 Workers 

Employment Yes Yes 

Religion & 
Values Similar Similar 

Language Similar Same 

European 
Identity/Korean 

Identity 
Similar Similar 

Education of 
Children Yes Yes 

Source: Author 
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As we can see in Table 12 and 13, the first group (Asylum seekers and E-9 workers) 

have clearly distant characteristics from the host countries whereas the H-2 workers have 

many similarities as Italian labor migrants who had a positive outcome of integration in 

Switzerland. Therefore, Korea should promote the extension and the enlargement of H-2 

scheme rather than E-9. It will not cause much of a problem even if Korea allowed a 

long-term labor migration to those workers. However, instead of reducing the number of 

E-9 workers, the government should reduce their temporary term and strengthened the 

return and the rotation basis to reduce the number of over-stayers and to lower the 

dependency as there is a high probability that they might create social problems when 

approaching long-term migration or integration similar to those asylum seekers in 

Switzerland.  

The solution looks simple; however, there are a few limitations of overseas Koreans 

(H-2) as a long-term labor force. One third of ethnic Koreans living abroad already 

moved to Korea for work. The rest is unlikely to come voluntarily since the booming 

industries offer a lot of opportunities nowadays especially in China. In addition, those 

who came already under H-2 scheme are aging just like the native population in Korea. 

Consequently, it is hard to expect a long-term supply of labor from the H-2 workers.  

Considering all the requirements to achieve a successful integration and the 

limitations of H-2 workers, the alternative is to recruit North Korean workers. Table 14 

shows that a labor force from North Korea has great potential to integrate well in the long 

run due to its similarities with Italian workers in Switzerland. As the current division of 

two countries obstructs the free movement of labor, however, a gradual exchange could 
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open up the possibility of mobility. As the governments agreed to run a joint industrial 

complex in Kaesong, one of the largest cities in North Korea, North Korean workers 

could commute between the North and South Korean factories located near the border. In 

this way, the industries and SMEs struggling with both labor shortages and social 

mismatch of other nationality workers.  

 

Table 14. Comparison of characteristics of Italian workers and  

North Korean labor force   

Determinants Italian Immigrants in 
Switzerland (1950-1960) 

North Korean labor 
force 

Employment Yes Yes 

Religion, & 
Values Similar Similar 

Language Similar Same 

European 
Identity/Korean 

Identity 
Similar Same 

Education of 
children Yes Yes 

Source: Author 

 

It is a great advantage that the North Korean workers can speak the same 

language and share the same historical and cultural background with South Koreans. 

There is approximately 17 million of working age population that Korea could use as a 

labor force from North Korea. The number could easily alleviate the labor shortage in 
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Korean SMEs. As long as there is a consensus to guarantee the mobility of workers, there 

will be almost no negative outcome like Switzerland is having due to the settlements of 

immigrants from significantly distant countries in terms of culture, language, religion and 

values. In addition, by exchanging the labor force with South Korean wages, the future 

cost of reunification can be reduced. Therefore, employing a North Korean labor force 

could be the most desirable solution for both Koreas.  
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VI. CONCLUSION 

 

The Italian labor migrants who moved to Switzerland in 1950s and 1960s utilized 

their internal and external advantages fully to integrate into society. First of all, the labor 

market situation was favorable for most of them due to the economic development. There 

were many construction jobs as well as manual and agricultural occupations. The Italian 

workers came to Switzerland either as guest workers or seasonal workers. However, some 

of them stayed permanently after their short-term contracts. As the jobs were ensured, 

they were able to integrate well into society. Furthermore, a high rate of return of Italian 

workers allowed the remaining Italians to integrate better into society by reducing 

competition in the labor market.  

Apart from the economic aspects, the thesis found other social characteristics, 

which fostered the integration. For Italian workers, the language barrier in Switzerland 

was not high, especially in the French speaking parts. They were able to speak the local 

language and adapt quite quickly compared to other nationals, except French and German 

workers. Both the Swiss and Italians believed in Christianity, so their values were not so 

different. Italians were able to engage in the church communities, helping them to 

assimilate easily. Geographical proximity between Switzerland and Italy allowed easy 

mobility of workers and frequent exchanges with their home country that the migrant 

workers were able to overcome the strong attachment with home and have high 

productivity at work. Education for children was offered for free by the social system in 

Switzerland that the second and the third generation of those Italian labor migrants had 
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equal opportunities as local children with native-born parents. All these social factors 

have contributed to the success of Italian labor migrants’ integration in Switzerland.  

When we apply these conditions to Korea, where the labor migration system 

stands as a prominent solution to the chronic labor shortage, the current temporary labor 

migration system must be amended. Between the two schemes under the EPS, the E-9 

seems to be difficult for the workers to assimilate in Korean society due to the diversity 

of their cultural, language and religious background. Even if jobs are guaranteed, social 

integration will remain as unsolvable challenge for them. On the other hand, the H-2 

permit holders, ethnic Koreans, have better chances of achieving social cohesion due to 

their high command of Korean language and extensive understanding of Korean culture.  

Nevertheless, the H-2 workers contain two constrains. First, the number of 

potential H-2 workers is limited. Already one third of ethnic Koreans came to Korea for 

employment. The remaining ethnic Koreans are likely to stay where they live or go to the 

industrializing countries offering many jobs such as China. Another problem is their 

increasing age level similar to aging Korean population. This implies that the labor force 

is not sustainable from a long-term perspective.  

From a long-term perspective, the thesis suggests recruiting North Korean labor 

force to replace H-2 workers. The characteristics of North Korean labor force satisfy even 

better criteria for a long-term labor migration and integration than the H-2 workers. The 

North Korean labor force is still abundant at around 17 million. In addition, there is 

almost no difference in social, cultural and linguistic background with South Koreans. 

The workers from North Korea could be the most suitable labor force that Korea could 



)*"

find. By inviting the workers from the North, the South Korean government could benefit 

from reducing the cost of possible reunification in the future. Furthermore, as the North 

Korean government tries to make revenues abroad, this could also be a great opportunity 

for them.   

In conclusion, the characteristics of Italian workers who successfully integrated 

in Switzerland in the 1950s and 1960s taught us that Korea should import a labor force 

that contains similar social background in light of long-term labor migration and 

integration. Not only the economic situation offering stable employment contributed, but 

also their social characteristics including language, religion, values, geographical 

proximity and education for children facilitated the integration. Under the current 

temporary labor migration system in Korea, the H-2 workers, ethnic Koreans, are more 

likely to assimilate than the E-9 workers based on the lessons. Therefore, the H-2 scheme 

should be expanded while reducing the term for E-9 workers to avoid any potential social 

problems and conflicts. Nevertheless, the potential H-2 workers contain a few limitations 

such as their limited number and aging labor force. Thus Korea should prepare an 

alternative such as importing North Korean labor force, which carries the most suitable 

characteristics for long-term labor migration. The careful selection of foreign labor force 

after learning from the Swiss case will allow Korea to safely and effectively respond to 

the labor shortage in the long run.  
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