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Introduction
South Korea, a nation renowned for its rapid modernization and vibrant culture, is an
increasingly popular destination for expatriates seeking new opportunities and
experiences in Asia. From bustling urban centers like Seoul and Busan to serene
countryside landscapes and coastal towns, Korea offers a compelling blend of ancient
tradition and cutting-edge modernity that delights newcomers from around the globe.

For expats, living in Korea promises both rewards and challenges. The country’s
advanced infrastructure, reliable public transportation, world-class healthcare, and
high standard of living make day-to-day life convenient and comfortable. Many
foreigners are pleasantly surprised by the extraordinary safety found on Korean
streets and the efficiency of government services. Yet, as with any move abroad,
adapting to a new environment requires flexibility and a willingness to learn—not only
about practical matters like housing and visas but also about social customs,
workplace dynamics, and even local etiquette.

This guidebook is designed to help you navigate every aspect of life as an expat in
Korea. Whether you’re coming to teach English, start a business, reunite with family,
or simply explore Korean culture, you’ll find essential advice and practical tips here.
We’ll cover everything from finding your first apartment to enrolling your children in
school, from opening a bank account to accessing healthcare—and even offer insights
into dating, dining, and building friendships in your new home.

Beyond logistics, understanding the cultural landscape is vital to making the most of
your Korean experience. The local language, customs, festivals, business etiquette,
and societal expectations can differ dramatically from what you may be used to. This
book aims not only to equip you with factual knowledge but also to encourage cultural
curiosity and foster deeper connections with the community you’ll call home.

Whether you’re starting your research from afar or have just touched down at Incheon
International Airport, this guide will be your companion for each stage of the journey.
Korea is a country that rewards proactive, open-minded living—and as you read on,
you’ll discover how to embrace both its dynamic energy and its enduring traditions in
your own unique expat adventure. Welcome to life in Korea!
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CHAPTER ONE: Preparing for Your Move: Visas and
Documentation
Embarking on an expatriate journey to South Korea is an exciting prospect, but like
any grand adventure, it requires meticulous preparation. Before you can immerse
yourself in the vibrant street markets of Seoul or the tranquil temples nestled in the
mountains, you'll need to navigate the often-complex world of visas and official
documentation. This foundational step is arguably the most critical, as the appropriate
visa is your golden ticket to a smooth entry and a lawful, worry-free stay in the Land of
the Morning Calm.

The Republic of Korea offers a diverse range of visa types, each specifically tailored to
the purpose and duration of your intended visit. Whether you're planning to teach
English, pursue higher education, join a Korean company, or reunite with family,
there's a specific visa category designed for you. Understanding these distinctions is
paramount, as selecting the wrong visa can lead to delays or, in unfortunate
circumstances, a rejection of your application. The good news is that the Korean
immigration system, while detailed, is generally well-structured, providing clear
guidelines for applicants.

Many aspiring expats find it beneficial to secure their employment contracts or
apartment rental agreements even before initiating the visa application process. While
not always a strict requirement for the initial visa application, having these
foundational agreements in place can significantly streamline your relocation once
your visa is approved. These documents often serve as crucial supporting evidence,
demonstrating your legitimate intent to reside and contribute to Korean society.

For those planning a stay of more than 90 days, the Alien Registration Card (ARC), also
sometimes referred to as a Residence Card, is an indispensable document. This card
acts as your official identification in South Korea and is legally required to be carried at
all times. Once you have your ARC, you won't need to rely on your passport for
domestic travel or age verification, making daily life considerably more convenient. It
also unlocks access to essential local services such as obtaining a phone number,
opening a bank account, and signing up for health insurance, among other things.
Applying for an ARC is typically done after your arrival in Korea, within 90 days of your
entry.

The application process for a Korean visa can generally be done either online through
the Korea Visa Portal or by submitting documents at a Korean diplomatic mission
(embassy or consulate) in your home country. Most embassies will require you to
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register your visa application online, even if you eventually need to visit in person to
submit supporting documents. It's always a good idea to check the specific
requirements and procedures of the Korean embassy or consulate in your country of
residence, as these can sometimes vary. Be prepared to book an appointment for in-
person submissions, as many embassies do not accept walk-in applications.

When filling out your visa application, whether online or a physical form, accuracy is
key. You'll typically need to provide personal details, passport information, and your
intended address in Korea. Supporting documents generally include a valid passport, a
passport-sized photograph, and any specific documents relevant to your visa category,
such as an employment contract for a work visa or an acceptance letter for a student
visa. It's wise to have both digital and physical copies of all your important documents
readily available.

For short-term visits, such as tourism or business trips lasting up to 90 days, many
nationalities can enter South Korea without a visa or may only need to apply for a
Korea Electronic Travel Authorization (K-ETA). However, it's crucial to remember that
these short-term entry options are strictly for their stated purpose. If your intention is
to work, study, or reside in Korea for an extended period, a proper long-term visa is
absolutely necessary. Attempting to enter on a tourist visa with the intention of
switching to a work visa, for example, is generally not permitted and can lead to
complications.

Work visas, often referred to as E-series visas, are among the most common types for
expats. These include the E-2 visa for foreign language instructors, the E-1 visa for
professors, and the E-7 visa for specially designated activities or professionals in
various fields. Each of these visas has its own set of specific requirements, usually
involving an employment contract and sponsorship from a Korean employer. The D-
series visas cater to students and those undertaking cultural exchange, with the D-2
student visa being popular for those enrolled in degree programs. There are also F-
series visas, which are residency visas, including those for long-term residency or for
individuals joining family members in Korea.

The processing time for visas can vary, but it's generally advisable to apply well in
advance of your planned departure. Most visas take anywhere from two to four weeks
to process, though some more complex applications might take longer. Visa fees are
standard and are typically paid in USD, though you may be able to pay in your local
currency if permitted by the diplomatic mission. It's important to note that a valid
Korean visa serves as a recommendation for entry; ultimately, a customs officer at the
port of entry makes the final decision on your admittance to the country.

Once your visa is approved, you usually have a three-month window to claim it from
the immigration office; otherwise, it may become invalid. It's also critical not to enter
Korea while your visa is still being processed, as this can lead to your application being
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withdrawn. Upon arrival in South Korea, even with a visa, you will typically need to
complete an arrival card, unless you hold a valid Residence Card, K-ETA, or an e-Group
visa. For foreign nationals aged 17 or older, providing fingerprints and facial
recognition data upon arrival is usually a requirement for immigration inspection.

When it comes to the Alien Registration Card, the application process involves
scheduling an appointment online through the HiKorea website. You'll select your
nearest immigration office and choose a convenient date and time. It's crucial to make
this appointment within 90 days of your arrival. You will need to fill out an application
form, which is available in English and Chinese, and prepare several documents. These
commonly include your passport, a color passport photo (3.5cm x 4.5cm), proof of
residency (such as a rental contract or dormitory certificate), and the application fee,
which is typically ₩30,000 in cash.

After your appointment at the immigration office, where an officer will review your
application, you'll pay the processing fee, often at an ATM within the office. Fingerprint
registration is also part of this process. It usually takes about one to two months for
the Alien Registration Card to be issued. You can choose to pick up your card in person
at the immigration office or have it mailed to your address for an additional fee. The
Residence Card is not just a formality; it's your key to fully integrating into Korean
society and accessing all the conveniences and services available to long-term
residents.
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