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1. Understanding Your Contract 
The KBL (Korean Basketball League) is one of the most structured and professionally organized 
basketball leagues in Asia. South Korea pays competitively, the facilities are modern, the league 
is well-run, and the country itself offers a quality of life that surprises most American players who 
go in without expectations. It is also one of the markets where the import player system is the 
most tightly controlled anywhere in the world, where the cultural dynamics between players and 
coaches differ significantly from anything you have experienced in American basketball, and 
where players consistently arrive less prepared than they should be. This guide closes that gap. 

 

The Import Player System in the KBL 
The KBL import player system is unlike any other league in this series. Understanding it before 
you sign is foundational to everything else. 

•​ Each KBL team is allowed two import players on the roster. One is designated the 
primary import (usually called the first import) and one is the secondary import. 

•​ Import playing time is capped by rule. The KBL limits the number of quarters per game 
that import players can be on the court. These rules have changed over the years and 
must be verified for the current season before signing. The playing time caps directly 
affect your value to the team and your statistical output. 

•​ The import player quota and playing time rules create a situation where your role on the 
team is structurally defined before you arrive. Understand exactly how many minutes you 
are expected to play per game and per quarter under current league rules. 

•​ Mid-season import player trades and substitutions are allowed in the KBL. Clubs can 
release an import and bring in a replacement. Your contract should include specific 
protections against arbitrary release, including a buyout clause that makes it costly for 
the club to cut you without cause. 

 

Contract Structure 
KBL contracts are generally straightforward in structure. The league's organizational maturity 
means there is a degree of standardization across clubs. 

•​ Base salary is typically quoted in U.S. dollars, which is one of the more player-friendly 
structural features of the KBL compared to markets where you negotiate in local 
currency. 

•​ Housing is almost always provided directly by the club as a furnished apartment. Cash 
housing allowances are less common than in European markets. 

•​ A monthly living allowance is standard in KBL contracts and covers daily expenses 
beyond housing. Get the amount and payment schedule written explicitly into the 
contract. 

•​ Flight provisions should specify round trips home, class of travel, and timing. Mid-season 
trips home during the winter break are common and should be accounted for in the 
contract. 

•​ Performance bonuses tied to playoff qualification, individual statistical benchmarks, or 
league awards are negotiable. Ensure any bonus has a specific, measurable trigger. 

 



Currency and Payment 
Salaries in the KBL are typically quoted and paid in U.S. dollars. This is a meaningful advantage 
compared to markets where you absorb currency risk on a local currency denomination. 

•​ Confirm in your contract that payment will be made in USD or at a fixed agreed 
exchange rate if any portion is converted to Korean won (KRW). 

•​ Wire transfers from Korea to U.S. bank accounts are generally reliable and process 
within a few business days. 

•​ Monthly salary payments are the norm in the KBL. Deferred lump-sum payment 
structures are less common here than in markets like Israel. 

Understand the Import 
Rules Before You Sign 
The KBL import player 
playing time rules are the 
single most important 
structural feature of any 
contract in this league. 
If the rules cap your court 
time per quarter, your 
statistical production and 
your market value the 
following season are both 
directly affected. 
Verify the current season 
import rules with your agent 
before finalizing any deal. 
These rules have changed 
multiple times and what was 
true two seasons ago may 
not be true now. 

Item What to Know 

Contract Currency USD — one of the few non-European markets that pays in 
dollars 

Payment Frequency Monthly 

Import Quota 2 import players per team — verify current rules 

Playing Time Cap Quarter-based limits — verify current season rules 

Mid-Season Trades Allowed — protect yourself with a buyout clause 

Housing Club-provided furnished apartment — standard 
 



2. Work Visa and Residency in South Korea 
South Korea has a well-organized immigration system and the process for professional athletes 
is clear and consistently applied. Your club is responsible for driving the process and the 
timeline requires advance planning. South Korea's bureaucracy is efficient — things move when 
the documentation is correct and in order. 

 

Visa-Free Entry for U.S. Citizens 
U.S. citizens can enter South Korea visa-free for up to 90 days for tourism or short business 
visits. As with every market in this series, visa-free entry does not authorize professional 
employment. You need a work visa to legally play in the KBL. 

 

E-2 and E-1 Visa Categories 
Professional athletes in South Korea typically enter on an E-2 visa (professional employment) or 
in some cases a C-4 (short-term work) for brief appearances. The KBL standard for full-season 
import players is the E-2 professional employment visa. 

1.​ Your club submits a work permit application and supporting documentation to the 
relevant Korean government authority. 

2.​ You apply for the E-2 visa at the Korean consulate or embassy in the United States. 
Required documents typically include your passport, employment contract, educational 
credentials, a background check from the FBI or your home state, and a medical 
certificate. 

3.​ The FBI background check is one of the most time-consuming requirements. Request it 
well in advance — processing can take six to eight weeks without expediting. 

4.​ After entering South Korea on the E-2 visa, you register your alien registration at the 
local immigration office (Immigration Service) within 90 days of arrival to obtain your 
Alien Registration Card (ARC). 

5.​ The ARC is your primary identification document in South Korea for banking, phone 
contracts, and official transactions. 

 

Start the FBI Background Check Immediately 
The FBI background check required for the Korean E-2 visa is the longest lead-time item in the 
entire application process. 
Standard processing takes 12 to 14 weeks. Expedited processing through a channeler can 
reduce this to a few weeks but costs more. 
The moment you have a serious offer from a KBL club, start the background check process 
regardless of whether the contract is finalized. You cannot afford to wait. 

 

Alien Registration Card (ARC) 
The ARC is issued after you register with immigration after arrival. It is essential for daily life in 
South Korea and you will need it for almost every official transaction. 



•​ Carry your ARC and passport whenever you travel internationally. 
•​ The ARC is required to open a Korean bank account, sign a phone contract, and 

complete most administrative processes. 
•​ If your contract is extended or you change clubs, your visa and ARC must be updated at 

the immigration office. 

Document Details 

Visa-Free Entry 90 days for tourism — does not authorize work 

Work Visa Type E-2 Professional Employment Visa 

Background Check FBI check required — start immediately, 6 to 14 weeks 

Alien Registration Card Required within 90 days of arrival — essential for daily life 

Issuing Authority Korea Immigration Service 

Passport Validity At least 6 months beyond visa expiry recommended 
 



3. Taxes: What You Owe and Where 
South Korea has a progressive income tax system. The overall tax burden for KBL import 
players is meaningful but generally more favorable than markets like Germany or Israel at 
comparable income levels. Understanding both your Korean obligations and your U.S. 
obligations is essential. 

 

Korean Income Tax 
South Korea applies progressive income tax rates to employment income earned within the 
country. Foreign workers are taxed on Korean-source income. 

Annual Income (KRW) Tax Rate 

Up to KRW 14,000,000/yr 6% 

KRW 14,000,001 – 
50,000,000/yr 

15% 

KRW 50,000,001 – 
88,000,000/yr 

24% 

KRW 88,000,001 – 
150,000,000/yr 

35% 

KRW 150,000,001 – 
300,000,000/yr 

38% 

KRW 300,000,001 – 
500,000,000/yr 

40% 

Over KRW 500,000,000/yr 42% 

 
As an alternative to the progressive rate, some foreign workers in South Korea are eligible for a 
flat 19% income tax rate on gross employment income for the first five years of Korean 
employment. This flat rate option can be significantly more favorable than the progressive rate 
at higher income levels. Discuss this option with a Korean tax professional immediately when 
you arrive. 

 

Local Income Tax 
In addition to national income tax, South Korea levies a local income tax of 10% of your national 
income tax amount. This is an additional charge on top of your income tax, not a separate 
bracket calculation. 

 

National Health Insurance and Pension Contributions 



Foreign employees in South Korea registered with an employer are subject to national health 
insurance contributions and may be subject to national pension contributions, depending on 
whether a bilateral pension agreement exists between South Korea and the United States. 

•​ National Health Insurance (NHI): Approximately 3.545% of salary (employee portion), 
with the employer matching. 

•​ National Pension: South Korea and the United States have a totalization agreement that 
may affect your pension contribution obligations. Confirm with a Korean tax professional 
how this applies to your specific situation. 

 

U.S. Tax Obligations 
The United States and South Korea have a bilateral income tax treaty (the U.S.-Korea Tax 
Treaty). This treaty provides mechanisms to reduce double taxation on employment income. 

•​ The Foreign Earned Income Exclusion (FEIE) may allow you to exclude a portion of your 
Korean income from U.S. taxation. 

•​ The Foreign Tax Credit offsets U.S. taxes with Korean taxes already paid. 
•​ FBAR filing is required if your Korean bank account balance exceeds $10,000 at any 

point during the year. 

The 19% Flat Rate Option 
Foreign workers in South Korea may elect a flat 19% income tax rate on gross employment 
income rather than the progressive rate. 
At KBL import salary levels, this flat rate is often more favorable than the progressive brackets. 
This election must be made properly with the tax authorities. Consult a Korean tax professional 
as soon as you arrive to determine whether the flat rate applies to your situation and how to elect 
it. 

 



4. Healthcare and Insurance 
South Korea has one of the most efficient healthcare systems in the world. The combination of 
universal national health insurance, high-quality medical facilities, and relatively affordable costs 
makes healthcare one of the genuine advantages of playing in Korea compared to other 
overseas markets. 

 

National Health Insurance (NHI) 
South Korea has a universal National Health Insurance system. Foreign employees registered 
with an employer and paying NHI contributions are covered under this system from the time 
their employment begins. 

•​ Your club registers you with the NHI system. Confirm this has been done during your first 
week. 

•​ NHI covers a broad range of medical services including hospital visits, surgery, 
prescription medications, and specialist appointments. 

•​ Co-payments apply for most services but are generally low by international standards. 
South Korean healthcare is affordable even with co-pays. 

 

Club Medical Care 
KBL clubs maintain medical staff, physiotherapists, and sports medicine resources. The 
league's professional infrastructure means medical support at training facilities is generally solid 
across all clubs. 

•​ Sports-related injuries are covered through the club's medical arrangements. 
•​ Korean sports medicine is strong, particularly for orthopedic care and rehabilitation. 

South Korea has world-class medical facilities in Seoul and other major cities. 
•​ Non-sports medical needs are covered through NHI. Private clinics are widely available 

and affordable. 

 

International Health Insurance 
Even with NHI coverage, carry your own international health insurance for emergency 
evacuation and for medical needs that arise when traveling outside South Korea during breaks. 

•​ Samsung Medical Center, Asan Medical Center, and Seoul National University Hospital 
are world-class facilities in Seoul. Medical care quality in Korea is genuinely excellent. 

•​ English-speaking doctors are available at major international hospitals and clinics, 
particularly in Seoul. In smaller cities, English medical support is more limited. 

•​ Medical tourism to South Korea is a global industry, which reflects the actual quality of 
care available. 

 



5. Laws That Will Surprise You 
South Korea has a modern legal system with strong rule of law. For American players, the legal 
environment is generally straightforward. There are specific areas, however, where Korean law 
and social norms differ significantly from what you are used to, and where awareness prevents 
serious problems. 

 

Drug Laws 
South Korea has some of the strictest drug enforcement policies of any country in this series. 
The zero-tolerance approach applies to Korean citizens and foreign nationals equally — and in 
some cases, Korean law has been applied to Korean nationals for drug use that occurred 
outside of Korea. 

•​ Marijuana is completely illegal in South Korea. Possession, use, and distribution all carry 
serious criminal penalties including prison sentences. 

•​ The fact that marijuana is legal in your home state is irrelevant. The fact that you 
consumed it legally in another country before arriving in Korea does not protect you from 
testing positive while in Korea. 

•​ South Korean authorities have tested foreign athletes and professionals for drug use. A 
positive test can result in arrest, deportation, and a permanent ban from re-entering the 
country. 

•​ CBD products are illegal in South Korea. Do not bring them. Do not use them while in 
the country. 

•​ Prescription medications that are legal in the United States may be controlled 
substances in South Korea. If you take any prescription medication, verify its legal status 
in Korea before you travel and carry official documentation from your physician. 

Drug Policy Is Non-Negotiable in South Korea 
South Korea's drug enforcement is among the strictest in the world. There is no gray area and 
no tolerance for any level of cannabis use regardless of where it occurred. 
Do not bring any cannabis products, CBD products, or unverified supplements into the country. 
Verify every prescription medication and supplement against Korean customs regulations before 
you pack. When in doubt, leave it out. 

 

Anti-Doping 
The KBL participates in FIBA anti-doping programs and also conducts its own league testing. 
Korean anti-doping standards apply alongside FIBA standards. 

•​ Verify all supplements against both the FIBA prohibited list and Korean anti-doping 
regulations before the season begins. 

•​ Some supplements widely available in the U.S. are not approved in South Korea or 
contain ingredients banned under Korean law. Do not bring large quantities of 
supplements from home without verification. 

 



Alcohol 
Alcohol is legal and widely available in South Korea. Korean drinking culture is an active part of 
social life, particularly the tradition of group drinking with teammates and colleagues. 

•​ The legal drinking age is 19 under the Korean age system (which is different from the 
Western age system — Koreans count age differently, but the practical limit for 
purchasing alcohol is 19 Korean age, roughly 18 by Western standards). 

•​ Drink driving laws are strict. The legal blood alcohol limit is 0.03%, which is stricter than 
most U.S. states. Effectively, do not drive after drinking anything. 

•​ Korean social drinking culture can involve pressure to drink with teammates and staff. 
You are not obligated to drink but being aware of the social dynamics helps you navigate 
team settings. 

 

Respect and Hierarchical Culture 
South Korea has a deeply hierarchical social culture rooted in Confucian values. Age and 
seniority carry significant weight in how people interact. This is not a legal matter but it functions 
like one in team and organizational settings. 

•​ Addressing coaches, senior staff, and older teammates with appropriate respect is 
expected. Casual or overly familiar behavior toward authority figures can damage 
relationships quickly. 

•​ Receiving objects, business cards, or food with two hands or with your right hand 
supported by your left hand is a sign of respect. Doing this costs nothing and is noticed 
positively. 

•​ Public confrontation or loud disagreement with a coach or senior staff member in front of 
others is viewed very negatively in Korean professional settings. If you have an issue 
with your situation, address it privately and respectfully. 

 

Photography and Military Installations 
South Korea has a significant military presence and photographing military facilities, 
installations, and equipment is restricted. This is more relevant than in most European countries 
given the density of military infrastructure throughout the country. 

 

Spitting in Public 
Public spitting is illegal in South Korea and can result in a fine. This is enforced in some 
jurisdictions. It is a cultural norm that simply differs from what many American players are used 
to from sports environments. 

 



6. Culture and Daily Life 
South Korea is one of the most technologically advanced, efficiently organized, and culturally 
distinct places you will live during an overseas career. Players who arrive open to the 
experience and willing to engage with Korean culture consistently report positive personal 
experiences. The adjustment is real and specific, but the country delivers on quality of life in 
ways that surprise most American players. 

 

The Cultural Adjustment 
South Korea is one of the larger cultural adjustments in this entire guide series. It is not difficult 
in a negative sense, but it is different in ways that require active awareness rather than passive 
adaptation. 

•​ Korean culture places high value on group harmony, respect for hierarchy, and indirect 
communication in certain social contexts. American directness and individualism can be 
misread if you are not aware of these dynamics. 

•​ Building trust and relationships with Korean teammates and staff takes time and 
consistent respectful behavior. Once those relationships are established, Korean warmth 
and hospitality are genuine. 

•​ Korean basketball culture has its own expectations around work ethic, practice culture, 
and coach-player dynamics. Coaches are authority figures whose decisions are 
generally not challenged publicly. Showing up prepared and working hard consistently 
earns respect faster than anything else. 

 

Language 
Korean is the official language. English proficiency in South Korea varies significantly by age 
and location. In Seoul, English is more commonly spoken than in smaller cities. Outside of 
Seoul and major urban areas, English proficiency drops considerably. 

•​ Learn basic Korean phrases before you arrive. Even minimal effort is appreciated and 
noticed. 

•​ Your club will typically provide a translator or liaison for essential administrative tasks. 
Identify this person on your first day and maintain a good relationship with them — they 
will be one of your most important resources throughout the season. 

•​ Download Papago, the Korean language app developed by Naver. It handles Korean 
significantly better than Google Translate for conversational use and is widely used in 
Korea. 

•​ Kakao Talk is the dominant messaging app in South Korea. It functions like WhatsApp 
and is used for virtually all personal and professional communication in the country. 
Download it before you arrive. 

 

Food 
Korean food is one of the most distinctive dietary adjustments American players face in this 
series. It is also, for most players who embrace it, one of the most positive surprises of the 
experience. 



•​ Korean cuisine is heavily based on rice, fermented vegetables (kimchi is the most 
famous but there are hundreds of varieties), grilled meats, soups, and spicy flavors. The 
heat level in Korean food is real and takes adjustment. 

•​ Korean BBQ (samgyeopsal, bulgogi, galbi) is one of the most social and enjoyable 
eating experiences you will have. It is a genuine part of team culture. 

•​ American fast food chains are present throughout South Korea and major cities have 
international restaurant options. Seoul has extensive international dining. 

•​ If you have dietary restrictions, particularly around spicy food or fermented ingredients, 
identify alternatives early. Korean food is not always easily modified. 

•​ Convenience stores in South Korea (GS25, CU, 7-Eleven) are genuinely excellent. They 
sell hot food, fresh meals, and a wide range of ready-to-eat options. They are open 24 
hours and become a daily part of most players' routines. 

•​ Tap water is technically safe in most Korean cities but most residents and expats drink 
bottled or filtered water. 

 

Technology and Daily Life 
South Korea is one of the most technologically integrated societies in the world. This makes 
daily life efficient and convenient in ways that American players appreciate quickly. 

•​ Internet infrastructure in South Korea is among the fastest and most reliable in the world. 
Connectivity is essentially universal and seamless. 

•​ Kakao is not just a messaging app — the Kakao ecosystem includes maps, taxi ordering 
(Kakao T), banking, and shopping. Understanding the Kakao apps makes daily life 
significantly smoother. 

•​ Public Wi-Fi is widely available in cafes, restaurants, transit stations, and public spaces. 
•​ Naver is the dominant search engine in South Korea. Google works but Naver has more 

relevant local results for Korean-language searches. 

 

Cost of Living 
South Korea is generally affordable by Western standards, particularly outside of Seoul. Seoul 
itself is more expensive but still reasonable compared to cities like London, Paris, or Tel Aviv. 

•​ Club-provided housing removes the largest cost variable for most players. 
•​ Food, transportation, and entertainment are all affordable. Eating out in Korea, 

particularly at local restaurants, is inexpensive by American standards. 
•​ Imported goods, international grocery items, and Western brands are more expensive. 

 

Transportation 
South Korea has exceptional public transportation infrastructure, particularly in Seoul and major 
cities. 

•​ Seoul's subway system is one of the best in the world — clean, efficient, affordable, and 
with English signage throughout. 

•​ KTX high-speed rail connects major Korean cities quickly. Seoul to Busan (the second 
largest city) takes about two and a half hours. 



•​ Kakao T is the ride-share and taxi app. It works seamlessly and is widely used. 
•​ Driving in South Korea requires an International Driving Permit alongside your U.S. 

license. Korean traffic, particularly in Seoul, can be heavy. Most players rely on taxis or 
club-arranged transportation. 

 

Time Zone 
South Korea operates on Korea Standard Time (KST), which is UTC+9 year-round. South Korea 
does not observe daylight saving time. 

•​ When it is 8:00 AM in New York (EST), it is 10:00 PM in South Korea the same day. 
•​ When it is 8:00 AM in Los Angeles (PST), it is 1:00 AM in South Korea the following day. 
•​ The time difference with the U.S. is significant. Scheduling calls with family requires real 

planning and a narrow overlap window. This is one of the more isolating aspects of 
playing in Korea that players consistently mention. 

 



7. Korean Basketball League Structure 
The KBL is a tightly organized professional league with strong corporate ownership, consistent 
scheduling, and a level of organizational discipline that reflects broader Korean professional 
culture. It is not the highest-paying league in this series but it is one of the most professionally 
managed, and the basketball is genuinely competitive. 

 

KBL — Korean Basketball League 
The KBL is the premier professional basketball league in South Korea. It currently has 10 clubs, 
all of which are owned by major Korean corporations. This corporate ownership structure means 
clubs are financially stable and payment reliability is generally strong across the league. 

Category Details 

Teams 10 clubs 

Season October through March (regular season); playoffs through 
April/May 

Import Players per Team 2 (one primary, one secondary) 

Playing Time Rules Quarter-based caps — verify current season rules 

Ownership Structure Corporate-owned — generally strong payment reliability 

Salary Range (Imports) Primary import: $300K–$700K+; secondary import: 
$150K–$300K 

Playoffs Top 6 teams qualify 

Governing Body Korean Basketball League (KBL) 

 

The Import Player Hierarchy 
The distinction between first and second import is more significant in the KBL than import 
distinctions in most other leagues. Understanding where you fall in this hierarchy directly affects 
your contract, your playing time, and your daily team experience. 

•​ The primary (first) import is the featured foreign player. They receive higher salary, more 
playing time allocation, and are typically expected to be a primary offensive option. 

•​ The secondary (second) import plays a supporting role within the import time cap. Their 
salary is lower and their role is defined relative to the first import's presence. 

•​ Know which slot you are being signed to before finalizing any contract. The difference in 
compensation and role between the two import slots is significant. 

 

WKBL — Women's Korean Basketball League 
The WKBL is the top women's professional basketball league in South Korea. It also uses 
import players and American players have had significant careers in the WKBL. The league has 



similar structural features to the KBL including corporate ownership and import playing time 
rules. 

 

Season Format 
The KBL regular season runs from October through March. The playoffs extend through April 
and sometimes into May. The season is shorter than most European leagues. 

•​ KBL games are typically played on weekdays and weekends. The corporate ownership 
structure means game scheduling is consistent and professionally managed. 

•​ The KBL All-Star Game is held mid-season and is a significant media event in South 
Korea. 

•​ There is a winter break around the Lunar New Year (Seollal), which typically falls 
between late January and mid-February. This is one of the most important Korean 
holidays and affects scheduling and daily life during that period. 

•​ The KBL does not participate in FIBA European competition. International obligations for 
players representing non-Korean national teams are managed through FIBA windows. 

 



8. City and Team Breakdown 
All 10 KBL clubs are based in specific cities across South Korea. The country is relatively 
compact and well-connected by the KTX rail network, which means most KBL cities are within a 
few hours of Seoul. Understanding the character of each city and each club matters for your 
quality of life and your professional experience. 

 

Seoul — Seoul SK Knights, Seoul Samsung Thunders 
Seoul is South Korea's capital and by far the largest city in the country, with a metropolitan 
population of around 25 million. Two KBL clubs are based in Seoul. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: The SK Knights and Samsung Thunders represent two of the biggest 
corporate brands in South Korea. Both clubs draw strong crowds and the Seoul 
basketball rivalry generates genuine fan energy. 

•​ Lifestyle: Seoul is one of the great megacities in Asia. Exceptional food, world-class 
technology infrastructure, diverse neighborhoods, active nightlife, and more international 
options than anywhere else in South Korea. American players in Seoul have the easiest 
cultural transition in the KBL. 

•​ Climate: Cold winters with occasional snow. Hot and humid summers. Spring and fall are 
beautiful. 

•​ Common Traps: Seoul traffic is intense. The city is enormous and getting across it can 
take significantly longer than expected. Knowing where your arena and training facility 
are relative to your apartment matters more here than in smaller KBL cities. 

 

Busan — Busan KCC Egis 
Busan is South Korea's second-largest city and main port, located on the southeastern tip of the 
country. It has a distinct character from Seoul — more relaxed, coastal, and culturally proud. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: The KCC Egis have one of the more passionate fan bases in the KBL. 
Busan sports fans have strong regional pride and basketball games draw real energy. 

•​ Lifestyle: Busan is a genuinely enjoyable city. Beautiful beaches, excellent seafood, a 
vibrant cultural scene, and a more laid-back pace than Seoul. Players who have lived in 
Busan consistently describe it as one of their better overseas city experiences. 

•​ Climate: Milder than Seoul due to its southern coastal location. Summers are hot and 
humid. Winters are cooler but less harsh than northern Korea. 

•​ Common Traps: Less English spoken than Seoul. Fewer international food options. 
Seoul is accessible by KTX in about two and a half hours for anyone who needs a major 
city fix. 

 

Incheon — Incheon Hyundai Mobis Phoebus 
Incheon is a major city adjacent to Seoul, most internationally known as the location of South 
Korea's main international airport. The Hyundai Mobis Phoebus are one of the most successful 
franchises in KBL history. 



•​ Crowd Vibe: The Phoebus are a storied franchise with a dedicated fan base. The club 
has won multiple KBL championships and the expectations from fans are high. 

•​ Lifestyle: Incheon is essentially part of the greater Seoul metropolitan area. Access to 
Seoul's full range of amenities is easy. Incheon also has a significant expat community 
due to the airport and international business presence. 

•​ Climate: Similar to Seoul — cold winters, hot summers. 

 

Suwon — Suwon KT Sonicboom 
Suwon is a mid-sized city in Gyeonggi Province, about 30 kilometers south of Seoul. The KT 
Sonicboom are part of the KT telecom corporate group. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Solid fan base with strong corporate backing from KT. 
•​ Lifestyle: Suwon is a functional mid-sized Korean city. Close enough to Seoul that 

players frequently travel there for entertainment and dining options on days off. 
Hwaseong Fortress is a UNESCO World Heritage Site in the city and a genuinely 
impressive landmark. 

•​ Climate: Same continental climate as Seoul. 

 

Wonju — Wonju DB Promy 
Wonju is a smaller city in Gangwon Province in northeastern South Korea. The DB Promy 
(owned by DB Financial Investment) are a well-organized club. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Loyal and community-focused. Smaller city means basketball is a more 
central part of the local entertainment landscape. 

•​ Lifestyle: Smaller city with fewer international options. The Gangwon region has beautiful 
mountain scenery and is near several ski resorts, which players who enjoy winter 
outdoor activities appreciate. More immersive Korean cultural experience than Seoul. 

•​ Climate: Colder winters than Seoul due to the mountainous terrain of Gangwon 
Province. 

•​ Common Traps: Limited English. Limited international food. Seoul is about 90 minutes 
away by car or train. 

 

Anyang — Anyang KGC Ginseng Corporation 
Anyang is a city in Gyeonggi Province directly south of Seoul. The KGC Ginseng Corporation 
club (owned by Korea Ginseng Corporation) has been one of the more competitive clubs in 
recent KBL seasons. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Strong and growing fan base. The club has built a competitive culture and 
the arena atmosphere reflects that. 

•​ Lifestyle: Anyang is effectively part of the Seoul metropolitan area. Access to Seoul is 
easy and frequent. The city itself is a standard Korean suburban city. 

 

Goyang — Goyang Carrot Jumpers 



Goyang is a large city in Gyeonggi Province north of Seoul. The club has gone through 
ownership and name changes in recent years and is rebuilding its fan base. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Developing. The club's organizational stability has been in flux and fan 
engagement reflects that. 

•​ Lifestyle: Very close to Seoul. Most of the Seoul lifestyle is accessible from Goyang 
within a short commute. 

 

Changwon — Changwon LG Sakers 
Changwon is an industrial city in South Gyeongsang Province in southeastern Korea. The LG 
Sakers are part of the LG corporate group. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Consistent and corporate-backed. LG's organizational investment shows in 
the club's infrastructure. 

•​ Lifestyle: Industrial city with fewer lifestyle amenities than coastal or capital cities. Busan 
is about an hour away and provides access to a larger city's options. 

•​ Climate: Milder than northern Korean cities due to the southern location. 
 



9. Salary Protection and Late Payments 
The KBL's corporate ownership structure is one of the most significant payment reliability 
advantages of playing in South Korea. When your club is owned by Samsung, SK, Hyundai, LG, 
or KT, the financial backing is institutional and payment defaults are rare. That said, protecting 
yourself contractually is still essential, particularly around the mid-season import trade 
provisions that are unique to the KBL. 

 

Corporate Ownership and Payment Reliability 
The fact that all 10 KBL clubs are owned by major Korean corporations is a meaningful 
structural advantage from a payment standpoint. 

•​ Corporate-owned clubs have institutional financial stability that individual owner-funded 
clubs in other markets do not. The risk of a club simply running out of money mid-season 
is significantly lower in the KBL than in markets like the KLS or BSL. 

•​ Payment is typically monthly and on time. Deferred or irregular payment schedules are 
less common here than in Israel or some other high-paying markets. 

•​ That said, even corporate-backed clubs have had payment delays in specific 
circumstances. Document every payment and escalate through your agent if anything is 
late. 

 

Protecting Against Mid-Season Release 
The KBL's allowance for mid-season import trades is the primary contract protection issue in 
this market. A club can release an import player and bring in a replacement. Without contract 
protections, you can find yourself on a plane home before March. 

•​ Negotiate a buyout clause that specifies what the club must pay you if they release you 
before the end of the season. This is your primary financial protection against arbitrary 
mid-season release. 

•​ Guaranteed salary language that covers the full season regardless of release is ideal. 
The specifics depend on your leverage and the club's flexibility, but some guaranteed 
protection is non-negotiable. 

•​ Clarify in your contract whether the buyout obligation applies if you are released due to 
injury. This is a separate question from performance-based release and should be 
addressed specifically. 

 

Contract Provisions to Negotiate 
•​ Specific monthly payment dates written into the contract. 
•​ A buyout clause specifying the financial obligation if the club releases you before the 

season ends. 
•​ Guaranteed salary for the full season or a specified minimum period. 
•​ Clear language about salary continuation if you are injured and unable to play. 
•​ Flight and housing provisions that continue through any buyout period. 

 



Dispute Resolution 
The KBL has an internal dispute resolution process through the league office. FIBA arbitration is 
available for contracts registered with FIBA. Korean labor courts have jurisdiction over 
employment disputes as well. 

Understand the Import Trade Window Before You Sign 
Korean clubs can and do replace import players mid-season. This is a standard feature of the 
KBL, not an exceptional circumstance. 
Every import player entering the KBL should have a buyout or guaranteed salary provision in 
their contract that accounts for this possibility. 
An agent who has placed players in the KBL specifically will know which clubs have a history of 
mid-season import changes and can factor that into your negotiation. 

 



10. Financial Setup in South Korea 
South Korea's financial infrastructure is modern, efficient, and in some respects more advanced 
than the United States. Getting set up correctly requires completing steps in the right order, with 
the ARC being the prerequisite for most financial tasks. 

 

Alien Registration Card First 
Your Alien Registration Card (ARC) is the prerequisite for most financial and administrative 
processes in South Korea. Opening a bank account, signing a phone contract, and many other 
official transactions require your ARC. Complete your immigration registration and obtain your 
ARC as early as possible after arrival. 

 

Opening a Korean Bank Account 
You will need a Korean bank account to receive your salary. Major Korean banks include KB 
Kookmin Bank, Shinhan Bank, Woori Bank, and KEB Hana Bank. KB Kookmin and Shinhan 
tend to have the best English-language support at major branches and online. 

6.​ Bring your ARC, passport, and employment contract to the bank. 
7.​ Some banks require a Korean phone number for account verification. Get a Korean SIM 

card before attempting to open a bank account. 
8.​ Request an account that supports international wire transfers. 
9.​ You will receive a Korean debit card. Link it to mobile payment apps — Korean mobile 

payment infrastructure is exceptional. 

 

Getting a Korean SIM Card 
A Korean SIM card is essential and should be one of your first tasks after arriving. Major carriers 
are SK Telecom, KT, and LG U+. Airport locations of all three carriers are available at Incheon 
International Airport immediately upon arrival. 

•​ Bring your passport and ARC (or use your passport before ARC issuance for temporary 
plans). 

•​ SK Telecom and KT have English-language support at major locations. 
•​ A local number is required for Kakao Talk registration and many banking processes. 

 

Mobile Payments 
South Korea has one of the most advanced mobile payment ecosystems in the world. Kakao 
Pay, Samsung Pay, and Naver Pay handle most everyday transactions. Card payments are 
accepted essentially everywhere. 

•​ Visa and Mastercard debit and credit cards work throughout South Korea. 
•​ Korean-issued cards integrated with Kakao Pay provide seamless payments at 

restaurants, convenience stores, and most vendors. 



•​ Cash (Korean won) is becoming less necessary in urban settings but carry some for 
traditional markets and older establishments. 

 

Sending Money Home 
International wire transfers from Korean banks to U.S. accounts are reliable and process in 2 to 
5 business days. Since KBL salaries are typically paid in USD, you may be able to receive your 
salary in USD and transfer it directly to your U.S. account with minimal conversion friction. 

•​ Confirm with your club whether salary can be paid directly in USD to a U.S. account. 
Some clubs accommodate this. 

•​ Services like Currencies Direct (an OverseasX partner) provide better exchange rates 
when converting Korean won to dollars if conversion is necessary. 

•​ Keep records of all transfers for FBAR filing and your U.S. tax return. 

Item Notes 

ARC Required first — prerequisite for banking and most admin 

Korean SIM Card Get at airport on arrival — needed for banking and apps 

Korean Bank Account KB Kookmin or Shinhan recommended for English support 

Kakao Talk Download before arrival — essential for all communication 

Mobile Payments Kakao Pay, Samsung Pay widely accepted 

International Transfers Reliable — 2 to 5 business days to U.S. 
 



11. Legal Risk Summary 
This section summarizes the highest areas of legal and practical exposure for American players 
in South Korea. Read it before you travel. 

 
Risk Area What You Need to Know 

Drug Laws Among the strictest in the world. Cannabis is completely illegal. 
CBD is illegal. Prescription medications must be verified before 
travel. No tolerance for any level. 

Background Check Timeline FBI background check required for E-2 visa. Start immediately. 6 
to 14 weeks processing time. Delays here delay your entire 
arrival. 

ARC Registration Required within 90 days of arrival. Prerequisite for banking, 
phone contracts, and most official transactions. Complete 
immediately. 

Import Playing Time Rules Quarter-based caps directly affect your role and stats. Verify 
current season rules before signing. Rules change. 

Mid-Season Release Risk KBL allows mid-season import trades. Negotiate a buyout 
clause and guaranteed salary provision before signing. 

Hierarchical Culture Publicly challenging coaches or senior staff damages 
professional relationships. Address concerns privately and 
respectfully. 

Drink Driving Legal limit is 0.03% BAC — stricter than most U.S. states. Do 
not drive after drinking anything. 

Supplement Verification Verify all supplements against FIBA and Korean anti-doping 
regulations. U.S. supplements may contain banned substances. 

Time Zone Isolation 14 to 17 hour time difference from U.S. depending on time zone. 
Plan communication windows with family in advance. 

U.S. Tax Compliance FBAR required for Korean accounts over $10,000. Explore the 
19% flat tax rate option with a Korean tax professional 
immediately upon arrival. 

 

U.S. Embassy Contact Information in South Korea 
U.S. Embassy Seoul: +82 2 397 4114 
Address: 188 Sejong-daero, Jongno-gu, Seoul 
Emergency line available 24/7 for U.S. citizens 
STEP Registration: step.state.gov — register before you travel 
Kakao Talk: Download before departure — essential for all communication in Korea 

 



12. Key Takeaways 
South Korea is one of the most professionally organized and financially reliable basketball 
markets in this entire series. The corporate ownership structure, the USD salary denomination, 
and the quality of daily life make it a genuinely strong option for American players who are 
prepared for the cultural and logistical realities. The cultural adjustment is the most significant 
challenge and it is entirely manageable with the right preparation. 

 

Before You Sign 
•​ Understand the current KBL import playing time rules before agreeing to anything. Your 

minutes are capped by rule and this affects everything downstream. 
•​ Know which import slot you are being signed to — primary or secondary. The 

compensation and role difference is significant. 
•​ Negotiate a buyout clause and guaranteed salary provision that protects you against 

mid-season release. 
•​ Confirm your salary is denominated and paid in USD. 
•​ Start your FBI background check immediately upon receiving a serious offer. It is the 

longest lead-time item in the entire process. 

 

Before You Travel 
•​ Apply for your E-2 visa at the Korean consulate in the U.S. Ensure your FBI background 

check, medical certificate, and educational credentials are all in order. 
•​ Register with the U.S. Embassy STEP program at step.state.gov. 
•​ Download Kakao Talk and Papago before you board the plane. 
•​ Verify all prescription medications and supplements against Korean customs regulations 

and the FIBA prohibited list. 
•​ Brief your CPA on the U.S.-Korea tax treaty, the 19% flat tax rate option, FEIE eligibility, 

and FBAR obligations. 

 

When You Arrive 
•​ Get a Korean SIM card at Incheon Airport immediately upon landing. 
•​ Complete your ARC registration within 90 days of arrival. Do not wait. 
•​ Open a Korean bank account after obtaining your ARC and SIM card. 
•​ Register with Kakao Talk and get connected with your club liaison, teammates, and staff. 
•​ Identify your club translator and build that relationship from day one. 
•​ Learn basic Korean greetings and show respect through small, consistent gestures. It 

matters here more than in most other markets. 

 

During the Season 
•​ Track every monthly payment. Keep records. 



•​ Navigate coach and staff relationships with respect for the hierarchical culture. Address 
any issues privately, not publicly. 

•​ Plan your family communication schedule around the time zone. The 14 to 17 hour gap 
requires deliberate scheduling. 

•​ Embrace the food, the culture, and the experience. Players who engage with Korea 
come home with something they did not expect to find. 

 

OverseasX Is Here 
If you are dealing with a payment dispute, a contract issue, a visa problem, or just need to talk to 
someone who has been through it, reach out through theoverseasx.com. 
With OverseasX, you'll never have to walk this journey alone. 
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