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Overview 

This learning brief explores how social protection (SP) and public employment services (PES) can be 
better linked through system interoperability. The first part draws on findings from a background study 
commissioned by ILO under the Digital Convergence Initiative (DCI), introducing key concepts and 
approaches to linking SP and PES systems. Part two focuses on the experience of the Republic of 
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Korea (hereafter South Korea), tracing its evolution towards the 2021 National Employment Service 
Programme and lessons learned. 

I. Linking SP and PES through System Interoperability: Background Study 

The background study analysed international experiences from Chile, Turkey, and South Korea, with 
two main objectives: (i) identify drivers and options for stronger SP–PES collaboration, and (ii) examine 
how digital technologies and data sharing enable such cooperation. The study has found several 
advantages to strengthening SP–PES linkages. It can enhance income generation and labour market 
participation, reduce poverty, and facilitate access to decent work. Achieving these outcomes requires 
coordinated governance and sound legal frameworks, supported by digital tools, data exchange, and 
interoperable information systems. 

The importance of SP–PES collaboration is also reflected in several ILO instruments. These include: 

• Article 6 of the Employment Service Convention (No. 88), which promotes service coordination 

• Article 2 of the Employment Promotion and Protection against Unemployment Convention (No. 
168), which advocates a coordinated system of protection and  

• Article 10 of Recommendation 202, which encourages combined measures linking SP and 
labour market policies. 

Public Employment Services Information Systems 

PES typically provide career guidance, job search support, and referrals to active labour market policies 
(ALMPs) such as training and wage subsidies. In some contexts, they also provide or refer beneficiaries 
to SP benefits such as unemployment insurance or non-contributory unemployment assistance (Figure 
1). However, their scope and capacity vary significantly across countries. 

Figure 1: Range of Services Offerred by PES. Source: Talking Interoperability #21: Linking social protection 
and public employment services through system interoperability. 

https://spdci.org/
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While PES information systems are less studied than those of SP, five common types can be identified, 
ranging from registration to labour market information systems: 

1. Jobseeker registration systems that store personal and professional data, sometimes using 
profiling tools to identify needs and vulnerable groups. 

2. Public vacancy databases where employers post vacancies, allowing labour shortage tracking 
and job matching. 

3. Job-matching systems that connect job seekers and employers by aligning skills and 
vacancies, increasingly supported by artificial intelligence. 

4. Digital case management systems that record counselling sessions, participation in training 
or ALMPs, job referrals, agreed next steps, applications, and placement outcomes. 

5. Labour market information systems that provide aggregated data to inform policy 
development and the planning of PES services. 

SP–PES Interoperability 

Interoperability between SP and PES systems generates mutual benefits, improving coordination and 
client experience (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Mutual Benefits of SP-PES Interoperability. Source: Author’s elaboration based on Talking Interoperability 
#21: Linking social protection and public employment services through system interoperability. 

https://spdci.org/
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Various forms of collaboration are possible. For instance, SP administrations may refer or automatically 
register beneficiaries with PES (Figure 3) to support their transition into employment or to monitor 
compliance with programme conditions (as in Turkey, discussed in Learning Brief No. 19). Conversely, 
PES may request data from SP systems to identify vulnerable jobseekers and offer them employment  

subsidies. These collaboration models range from simple data sharing to fully integrated case 
management supported by digital platforms. 

Enablers of SP-PES collaboration 

Key considerations for SP–PES collaboration vary widely across country contexts. Opportunities for 
implementation depend on socioeconomic conditions, political priorities, the structure of SP systems, 
and the availability and maturity of PES. The maturity of PES is particularly critical yet often limited in 
low- and middle-income countries due to unclear mandates, weak institutional frameworks, and 
limited capacity and service coverage. 

Digital maturity also matters as interoperability depends on functional and secure information 
systems. However, interoperability should be regarded as a means to achieve broader policy goals, 
not an end in itself. In addition, it must align with clear governance, legal, and operational frameworks. 
The level of collaboration should be pursued gradually—from coordination to cooperation, and 
eventually integration—ensuring both SP and PES systems are institutionally and digitally prepared. 

These findings provide a useful framework for understanding how SP–PES systems can evolve 
towards integrated, person-centred delivery models, as illustrated by South Korea’s experience.  

Figure 3: SP Administrations Receive Updates from PES. Author’s elaboration based on Talking Interoperability #21: Linking 
social protection and public employment services through system interoperability. 

https://spdci.org/
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II. Linking SP and PES through system interoperability: Insights from the Republic of 
Korea 

Although geographically small, South Korea has a population of 51 million and an exceptionally tight 
labour market, with a record-low unemployment rate of 2.0 per cent. This coexists with a severe 
demographic crisis driven by the world’s lowest fertility rate of 0.72 (2023), resulting in labour 
shortages and accelerating population ageing. 

South Korea has a three-tiered social protection system (Figure 4). The Ministry of Health and Welfare 
delivers the Basic Livelihood Security Programme, a social assistance scheme introduced in 2000, 
which covers 2.6 million beneficiaries (2024) and includes disability, child support, and pension-
related benefits. The Ministry of Employment and Labour provides unemployment insurance, covering 
around 15 million workers (2025). Coverage has expanded over time to include voluntary insurance 
for the self-employed (2006) and unemployment insurance for non-standard workers (2021). 
Unemployment assistance under the National Employment Service Programme (NESP), introduced in 
2021, supports those without insurance, reaching approximately 350,000 beneficiaries annually. 

The Evolution of Data Integration 

Two decades ago, South Korea began integrating key data systems within its PES to improve service 
quality and proactivity. Under the Ministry of Employment and Labour, job centres initially managed 
four major systems covering employment insurance, job placement, vocational training, and migrant 
worker services. Recognising the need for better coordination, the South Korea Employment 
Information Service (KEIS) was established, connecting these systems and enabling counsellors to 
access a client’s full employment and training history during consultations. This integration facilitated 
more personalised and performance-oriented support. Over time, data linkages expanded beyond the 

Figure 4: South Korea’s Three-tiered SP System. Source: Talking Interoperability #21: Linking social protection and public 
employment services through system interoperability. 
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labour sector to include the Ministry of Health and Welfare, the Chamber of Commerce, and the 
education system, creating a more holistic foundation for employment and skills development 
services. 

In 2014, South Korea reformed its employment services and launched the Employment Welfare Plus 
Model. The new model aimed at integrating SP and employment services within job centres, 
addressing complex barriers faced by those furthest from the labour market, many of whom struggled 
with debt, housing insecurity, and health issues. This model brought together unemployment 
insurance, unemployment assistance, social assistance, ALMPs, and linkages with welfare, credit, 
healthcare, and community services—all co-located and digitally connected. The objective was to 
deliver holistic, person-centred support that addressed both income and non-income barriers to 
employment. 

The Employment Welfare Plus Centres transformed service delivery. More than 100 centres were 
established with dedicated teams for job matching, skills development, unemployment benefits, and 
employer support, all backed by interoperable IT systems such as the Employment Insurance and 
WorkNet platforms. Municipal welfare services, microcredit schemes, and health support systems 
were digitally linked through the Work Plus platform, enabling real-time collaboration across 
ministries and service providers. SP recipients have increasingly referred to job centres, recognising 
that sustainable empowerment requires employment support alongside financial aid.  

The launch of NESP in 2021 exemplifies how digital interoperability operationalises the link between 
income support and employment services within a unified delivery system. While providing 
unemployment assistance, the programme also prioritises employment services. The process begins 
with an application and automated eligibility checks using interconnected data from social assistance, 
credit, taxation, and health insurance systems. Once eligibility is confirmed, beneficiaries receive an 
Individual Action Plan and a monthly benefit of about USD 630 to facilitate active job search. The 
programme combines counselling, job placement, work trials, internships, and vocational training, all 
linked across ministries, financial institutions, and service platforms. This interconnected structure 
enables case-based management and seamless service delivery, demonstrating how interoperability 
enhances both efficiency and employment outcomes. 

Building on earlier reforms, South Korea’s Employment 24 represents a major step forward in SP-PES 
digital integration. Employment 24 is an integrated employment services platform, under which over 
700 data connections now link nearly all ministries and public agencies, allowing real-time 
information exchange and more efficient, responsive service delivery for citizens. Previously, job 
centres operated through several separate platforms. These have now been unified into a single 
system hosted on a central server, replacing fragmented silos with shared infrastructure, enabling 
smooth interoperability across services. Employment 24’s client-centred design reduces the 
administrative burden on citizens through the “once-only” principle, where citizens provide their data 
once and agencies reuse it securely. 
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Challenges 

The main challenges South Korea faced were not technological, but institutional. Aligning mandates, 
processes, and staff capacities across ministries required sustained leadership and coordination. The 
country’s success was initially driven by strong vision and commitment from the social protection 
sector, showing that effective interoperability relies on trust and shared purpose across institutions. 
Nevertheless, a recent failure due to a server fire that disrupted services for weeks also underscored 
the importance of technical resilience through system redundancy, contingency planning, and robust 
design. South Korea’s experience suggests that the sustainability of SP–PES collaboration depends 
on continuous institutional alignment and technical resilience. 

Looking Ahead: Lessons for Others 

Looking ahead, South Korea is expanding its model into a Public Data Sharing System that extends 
beyond SP-PES collaboration to encompass all areas of government. The vision is a single, integrated 
data ecosystem, where authorised institutions can securely access and use information across sectors 
to deliver proactive, person-centred public services. The system is currently being piloted, signalling 
a clear policy direction towards full-scale interoperability across public administration. 

Conclusion 

Successful SP–PES collaboration is ultimately about serving people, not systems. South Korea’s 
approach demonstrates how coordinated action between SP and employment institutions can reduce 
fragmentation and make services more responsive to individuals’ needs. Integration allows 
beneficiaries to move smoothly from income support to job opportunities, restoring dignity and 
promoting self-reliance. Such collaboration requires trust, shared information, and a culture of 
cooperation across institutional boundaries. 
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