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1. Executive Summary 

 
1.1 Introduction 

This report has been compiled by the Migrants Resource Centre for the first 
phase of the European Integration Fund financed project, Realise, which aims 
to help find solutions to the problem of over-qualification amongst third 
country national migrants across Europe. It is a local diagnosis into the 
problem of over-qualification amongst migrants in the London borough of 
Westminster, with an in depth look at the severity and multiple causes of this 
issue. The target group for this project is defined by the rules of the European 
Integration Fund, though it should be noted that many of the barriers faced by 
this group might also be relevant for other migrants. 
 

1.2 Research methodology, participants and 
statement of ethics 

This report is based on background research into the problem of over-
qualification, labour market research, and informal interviews with a wide 
variety of stakeholders including local and regional authorities, charitable 
organisations and advisers. In addition to this, formal interviews were 
conducted with 9 participants, 5 skilled third country national migrants, 3 
employment advisers and 1 recruitment agent. All participants interviewed 
gave informed consent and it was agreed in advance that the interview 
transcripts would be completely anonymised to protect confidentiality.  

Definitions 

The term over-qualification refers to the mismatch between skills / 
qualifications of an employee and the level of skill or education necessary 
for the job that person is doing. An alternative definition focusing more on 
the disparity between skill level and wages is also used in some of the 
literature. 

Third country nationals are migrants from outside the European Union 
who have a legal status in the UK, but who are not refugees or asylum 
seekers. For the purpose of this research we have also included third 
country national migrants who have since gained British or other European 
citizenship.  
 
UK NARIC is the UK’s National agency providing information on and 
comparability certificates for overseas qualifications. 

ESOL stands for English for Speakers of Other Languages 
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1.3 Westminster’s Economy and Labour Market 
 
Westminster is the centre of national government, hosts many large 
companies, including multinational corporations and is London’s largest tourist, 
leisure and retail centre. As a result, the borough has a varied mix of 
businesses and organisations. 

The overall number of enterprises in Westminster is still growing slowly, 
despite the economic downturn. Net growth is marginal, however there are 
interesting trends when broken down by sector (City of Westminster, 2011).  

The most noteworthy decline in employee numbers has been seen in the 
following industries: 

• Construction  

• Arts, Entertainment & Recreation 

• Administrative & Support services  

• Retail 

• Financial & Insurance 

• Accommodation & Food Services  

• Information & Communication 

Whereas the following sectors are continuing to 
grow: 

• Professional, Scientific & Technical 

• Public Administration & Defence 

• Transportation & Storage 

• Education 

• Real Estate 

• Waste, Sewerage & Waste Management   

At the same time, competition for jobs is increasing, 
with unemployment up from 6.2% in December 
2007 to 8.6% in July 2011. Within the borough 
there is a significant disparity based on ethnic 
background. In the period ending December 2010, 
the unemployment rate amongst ethnic minorities 
was 17.7%. By comparison, the overall 
unemployment rate during that period was only 
9.2% (nomis, 2011).  
 
According to the Annual Population Survey (ONS, 
2011), the overall number of working age people 
with qualifications at level 4 or above has been 
increasing steadily from 2005 to 2011. With 
increasing competition for jobs and decline in some 
key sectors, migrants facing multiple barriers to 

Migrants in 
Westminster 

• Over 40% of 
Westminster’s 
population is foreign-
born, significantly 
higher than the 
London-wide average 
of 27%.  
 

• Of this 40%, roughly a 
third was born in 
Europe (including non-
EU countries). 
Approximately one 
third reported being 
born in Asia, while the 
remaining third was 
spread across Africa, 
the Americas and 
Oceania.  
 

• Among foreign-born 
residents women 
outnumber men 54% to 
46%.  
 

• 80% of foreign-born 
individuals are of 
working age compared 
to 66% of native born 
residents in the 
borough.   
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employment are at a further disadvantage. 
 

1.4 Legislation and Policies 
 

A summary of the most relevant legislation and policies affecting third 

country national migrants:  

 

• The current UK government’s intention to enforce a cap on migration 

means that it will be more difficult for migrants to apply for further leave 

to remain, routes to apply for Indefinite Leave to Remain have recently 

been restricted and there is concern that officials will feel under 

pressure to encourage migrants already in the UK to leave.   

 

• The Points-Based System does not allow migrants to switch between 

categories and frequent changes to the system also cause confusion 

amongst migrants and employers alike regarding employment rights. 

 

• No comprehensive policy exists for the integration of third country 

nationals or migrants more generally. Although migrants are included in 

community cohesion policy, equalities policy focuses on ethnic 

minorities. Migrants are not included in mainstream skills policy.  

 

• Migrants are affected by the Equivalent and Lower Qualification (ELQ) 

rule when attempting to access further education, including 

apprenticeship programmes. The rule states that those who already 

hold a qualification at the same or a higher level than the one being 

applied for are either not eligible for the programme or cannot access 

financial support. For those with overseas qualifications the 

comparability statement provided by UK NARIC is not taken into 

account, so even if the qualification is deemed to be at a lower level the 

fact that it took a particular number of years to obtain still prevents 

these migrants from accessing education programmes.  

 
1.5 Over-qualification 

Studies on over-qualification tend to focus either on the general population or 
on ethnic minorities, likely due to the lack of data that exists specifically for 
migrants.  

For this report studies by Battu and Sloane (2002 and 2004), Brynin et al 
(2006), Lindley (2009) and Dex and Lindley (2007) were reviewed and a 
summary of the findings is listed here:  

• While over-qualification amongst the general population was less likely 
to affect those with higher education qualifications, for ethnic minorities 
in Britain it is more likely to occur in jobs associated with higher level 
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skills and wages.   
 

• There is some reward in terms of wages for overqualified employees. 
People working in jobs they are overqualified for earn less than those 
with similar qualifications who are not classed as overqualified. 
However, those who are overqualified tend to earn more than those 
doing the same job, but with lower levels of qualification. This return on 
wages for overqualified employees is highest for white males. 
 

• Over-qualification is more common amongst people under 40 years of 
age and those with overseas qualifications.  
 

• Migrant and minority ethnic groups tend to have higher levels of 
education than the rest of the population, yet are more likely to be 
working in jobs they are overqualified for. 
 

• One study found Indians and African-Asians to be most affected by 
over-qualification whereas another researcher found this to be true for 
black African, Chinese and other non-white groups.  
 

Data limitations make it difficult to gain a complete picture of the severity of 
the problem of over-qualification amongst migrants, in particular when 
attempting to compare differences across localities. The experiences of 
employment advisers, however, suggest that migrants are adversely affected 
by this problem compared to those who are native-born or who hold UK 
qualifications. 

 

1.6 Causes of over-qualification of skilled migrants 

Barriers to employment 

The most significant barriers skilled migrants face in finding employment that 
matches their education levels and experience relate to: 

• English language and communication skills; 

• Confidence; 

• Job search strategies; 

• Cultural differences; 

• Professional networking 

• Recent and relevant UK work experience; 

• Recognition of overseas qualifications; and  

• Employer understanding and recognition of previous skills and 
experience 

Other barriers relate to finances, health, access to information, and direct or 
indirect discrimination. 
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English language and communication skills 

English, including language, communication skills, pronunciation or specific 
vocabulary is often mentioned as the initial barrier to finding work, although all 
of the interviewees for this research mentioned some aspect of language as 
being a problem. English is essential for carrying out effective job search and 
application strategies. Support with English and communication skills, such as 
presentation skills workshops, are seen as serving the dual purpose of 
improving both language ability and confidence levels. 

‘When I was looking for jobs in the beginning I didn’t even know what 
keywords to search for�I couldn’t figure out how to apply my skills. I thought I 
could be either a teacher or a secretary. But, there are such a range of 
positions where you could apply it.” 

There is a risk that if skilled migrants begin working in jobs they are 
overqualified for, they will not only begin to lose their professional skills, but 
they will often have fewer opportunities to practice and improve their English 
language skills due to long hours and lack of contact with native speakers.  
 

Confidence 

Lack of confidence came across in all of the interviews as a major factor for 
skilled migrants in the UK. Advisers pointed out that without immediate 
support, migrants lose confidence the longer they are unemployed. This was 
evident when speaking to migrants who talked about their need to retrain to 
obtain UK qualifications, rather than showing pride for their current skills and 
experience. Also mentioned was the effect of coming from countries which 
might have looked up to the UK during colonial times, whereby some migrants 
might see their education or experience as inferior to that of native British 
residents.  

‘When I attended the session with [my adviser] I was already feeling very 
unhappy and I started doubting my skills and my mental abilities.’ 

Encouragement from advisers, advocacy and ongoing support are essential 
for helping to raise confidence levels. There is also a need for employment 
advisers to receive training to understand the needs of migrants and to 
prevent them from discouraging migrants who might have complex needs, but 
who also have a wealth of experience and knowledge relating to their 
profession. Encouraging these clients to take low-skilled jobs is 
counterproductive, yet this is a common occurrence in mainstream 
employment support services. 

Having peer support has also shown positive results as has giving migrants 
access to professionals in their field, either through workshops and events or, 
more importantly, through supported work placement  

Job search, cultural differences and networking 

Both the literature review and interviews showed that migrants tend to look for 
jobs via existing networks, which are severely limited for most newcomers to 
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the UK. Migrants are less likely to use job agencies, job advertisements or 
professional networks.  

 “This job I’m doing now, cleaner, is between friends. And in my country 95% 
[of jobs] are between friends” 

All of the advisers interviewed mentioned job search, CV writing and job 
application skills as one of the key areas where migrants needed support and 
training. All of these skills are culturally specific to the UK and have as an 
underlying theme the assumption that it is acceptable and necessary to 
promote oneself during the job search process. This idea of self-promotion is 
unfamiliar and might even be seen as unacceptable to people from particular 
cultures. As a result, migrants in the UK require advice and guidance in order 
to understand and apply cultural norms relating to the UK job search. 

Having professional networks was seen as vital both as a job search strategy 
and for the necessity of having UK references when applying for work. 
Advisers commented on the fact that many of the clients they see are very 
isolated and have few if any contacts in the UK relating to their profession. 
Having contact and interacting with one’s professional peers is also about 
maintaining confidence and professional knowledge. 
 

The need for recent and relevant UK work experience 

All of the skilled migrants interviewed for this research commented on the 
need for UK work experience, citing this as the most necessary support 
required to help them find work that matches with their skills and education.  

 ‘I think one of the most important shortcomings is that I didn’t have any 
experience and I couldn’t prove and experience of working in England and 
that was a big ’no’ for most of the companies.’ 

Work placement programmes which are related to the migrant’s previous 
profession also prevent deskilling and raise confidence levels. Advisers 
working with migrants spoke about work placement programmes as the most 
effective way to support people into work as it provides a chance for migrants 
to become accustomed to UK work etiquette; learn sector-specific vocabulary; 
ensure they have recent, relevant experience; and establish a UK reference in 
order to sell themselves to future employers.  

Yet bespoke programmes for particular professions either do not exist or are 
not widely available. For some professions systemic barriers to obtaining work 
placements also exist.  

“I think there is a lack of adaptation programmes, for example, that exist in 
midwifery and nursing, so that they can actually feel comfortable.”  

Once on a placement migrants can greatly benefit from continued advocacy 
and support, both as encouragement and to press for continuous professional 
development. Without this support migrants struggle to demand necessary 
training or access to progression routes.  
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Overseas qualifications and the role of employers 

Inconsistency in how overseas qualifications are viewed, lack of trust in UK 
NARIC’s qualification comparisons from universities and employers, as well 
as a lack of clear and easily accessible information about what can be done 
with existing qualifications make it difficult for migrants to transfer their 
existing knowledge and skills to the UK job market.  
 
“It’s not as simple as NARIC and gaining a certificate that’s translated into 
supposed equivalency. It’s then well, what does that mean in terms of how 
quickly can they turn that into something that’s going to be accepted in the UK 
job market?” 

Some professions overseas qualifications might not be easily adapted to the 
UK labour market, such as where knowledge of UK legislation or standards is 
required and in these cases there is a lack of adaptation programmes.  
 
In addition to this there is a general feeling that employers do not understand 
migrants’ legal status and they are concerned about employing third country 
nationals for fear of not complying with the law. 
 

Other barriers 

One of the problems migrants face is the overabundance of information 
available, particularly via the internet, yet a lack of easily accessible 
information that is correct, concise and specifically meeting the needs of 
migrants.  

“It's important to have access to the right information and advice. Sometimes 
people are very confused and they are told different things from different 
people” 

Mainstream services were seen as unhelpful in providing information about 
migrants’ existing professions and possibilities for transferring their skills for 
working in the UK. It was thought that for many migrants the JobCentre or 
friends and family might be their only source of advice and support. Since not 
all migrants in need of support seek help from charitable services, advisers 
mentioned the need for outreach as well as widespread distribution of 
information to both migrants and employers.  

With sometimes limited access to public funds, such as training allowances, 
third country nationals will often face financial barriers. Working in low-skilled, 
low-paid jobs or being unemployed means that it is difficult to afford further 
training, qualification comparisons, travel expenses to employment support 
services or events, associated childcare costs and even the cost, in terms of 
lost wages, of volunteering.  

Health problems, including mental health issues can also add to the 
complexity of problems faced by migrants. In some cases, mental health 
issues, like depression, can originate from the negative experience of 
migrating to the UK and failing to find employment.  
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Direct or indirect discrimination need also be considered. Black and Minority 
Ethnic (BME) job applicants from outside the EU face greater barriers to 
employment than other groups. Advisers in particular noted that a lack of 
cultural awareness amongst employers can lead to potential discrimination 
during recruitment. In addition to this, negative representation of migrants in 
the media also feeds prejudices. 

 

1.7 Conclusions 

With the overall level of people with qualifications increasing and the number 
of enterprises remaining roughly constant, the current labour market situation 
will not work in favour of skilled, yet unemployed, migrants. Although some 
sectors, like the professional, scientific and technical sectors are growing 
slightly, the increase in qualifications amongst the general population mean 
that these areas are becoming more competitive. As a result, migrants facing 
multiple barriers are at a disadvantage. With other key sectors shrinking, their 
alternative career options are increasingly disappearing. For those highly 
skilled migrants whose qualifications already meet UK industry requirements, 
the situation is slightly better, but for those whose qualifications or experience 
is not recognised, the situation is particularly bleak.  

Now, more than ever, targeted support for skilled migrants is necessary. This 
group of skilled and educated individuals require quality advice so that they 
are fully aware of the opportunities that exist as well as industries in decline 
so that they can make informed decisions about whether to pursue existing 
careers or requalify in alternative professions.  

1.8 Recommendations 

The following list of recommendations for support have come out of this report 
and are seen as necessary for assisting skilled migrants to find employment 
which matches their experience and level of education: 

• Above all, intensive support and positive encouragement to help boost 
self-confidence amongst migrants facing multiple barriers to employment. 

• A holistic approach in order to address complex and interconnected 
problems. 

• English language and communication skills training for migrants to 
effectively apply for jobs, expand their professional network, and raise 
confidence. 

• Advice and guidance as well as practical training in job search and 
application methods. 

• Supported work experience or volunteering programmes related to their 
field of expertise. 

• Access to professional networks and peer support groups 

• Advice from advisers to understand the cultural norms relating to 
employment. 

• High quality careers advice and accessible and accurate information on 
skills, the labour market, particular industries and adaptation options. 

• Profession-specific adaptation programmes 
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2. Introduction 
 

 
2.2 The Migrants Resource Centre (MRC) 

Established in 1984, MRC is a registered charity and company limited by 
guarantee. 

It is governed by a Board of Trustees/Management Committee and has paid 
staff currently numbering 16 (8 of whom are part-time staff) and two 
freelancers.  There are also approximately 40 volunteers working with the 
organisation throughout the year.  The staff team is multi-lingual and MRC is 
able to provide support and services in a range of languages. 

MRC is located in two premises: the Legal Advice Team in North Westminster 
and other services as well as the head office in South Westminster, London. 
 

 
MRC vision and aims 

MRC’s current vision statement is: 

“Migrants Resource Centre has a vision of a British Society in which migrants 
and refugees are empowered and valued for their contribution to society.”   

MRC aims to work with migrants and refugees, and in partnership with other 
agencies, to effect social justice and change, enabling migrants and refugees 
to fully participate in this society. 
 

 
What MRC does 

MRC helps its users to integrate into society in the UK by empowering them 
and supporting them to develop their skills and understand their rights and 
responsibilities. It delivers a range of holistic services for migrants, refugees 
and asylum seekers: 

• Legal advice service, including specialist immigration casework and 
generalist advice in housing, welfare, debt and employment 

• Learning, training and employment support service 

• Community education service incorporating: 

� Access to England and English courses 

� OnLine Centre and computer classes 

� Community education projects 

� Mentoring 

• Media & policy service  

� taking up of policy issues and campaigning on behalf of users 
and the wider migrant community 
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� empowering users to have a voice through activities such as the 
Media Action Group, producing the New Londoners newspaper 
and other media projects 

• Health & inclusion project – providing information and advice on 
accessing health services and ESOL for Health courses 

• Early years service – a social enterprise offering migrants/users pre-
school places for their children. 
 

The current structure of the organisation is shown in Appendix A. 

 
About MRC Users 

Users are migrants, refugees and asylum seekers from a wide range of 
backgrounds and cultures from all over the world.  Half of our users are 
residents of the London Borough of Westminster and the remainder are from 
across London.  Typically, users of the legal advice service come from a 
range of London boroughs due to the lack of immigration advice providers in 
London, whereas those who access community education and employment 
services tend to be within easy access of the MRC offices. 
 

 
2.2 The REALISE project 
 
The REALISE project is funded by the European Integration Fund (EIF) which 
supports the integration of third country nationals in EU member states. The 
rationale behind the project relates to the EU 2020 strategy which aims to 
create a dynamic and competitive Europe by making the best use of human 
capital.  

REALISE is taking place in 7 EU member states – the United Kingdom, Spain, 
Italy, Belgium,  

The project is being delivered by 3 public institutions and 6 NGOs, including 
the Migrants Resource Centre in the UK. 
 

MRC’S involvement in EIF Realise 

MRC has a long history of research and taking up policy issues on behalf of 
migrants as well as providing advice and guidance to migrants on 
employability issues. 

In 2009, MRC published its Living on Vouchers Report and in 2010 “Hope 
Costs Nothing: A report on the lives of Undocumented Migrants in the UK”.  
These reports were based on quantitative and qualitative research carried out 
in the UK with partner organisations and their users. 

Since 2006, MRC has delivered an employability service, providing advice 
and guidance to migrants on job search, cv writing, interview skills, work 
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placements and equivalency of qualifications in the UK. It currently has a new 
project “Improving Life Opportunities” which is specifically aimed at migrants 
who are “over-qualified” and cannot take up job opportunities relevant to their 
qualifications and skills. Through this project, MRC has membership of NARIC, 
the National Agency responsible for providing information, advice and expert 
opinion on vocational, academic and professional skills and qualifications from 
over 180 countries worldwide.  This membership enables users to get advice 
and support as well as recognition of the equivalency of their overseas 
qualifications. 

MRC’s involvement in EIF Realise complements MRC’s research and policy 
work and its practical work with migrants who cannot get their overseas 
qualifications recognised or who are “over-qualified” for the jobs they do or are 
offered. 

 

2.3 Aims of the report 

This local diagnosis report into the severity and causes of the problem of 
over-qualification amongst skilled migrants in the London borough of 
Westminster was created by the Migrants Resource Centre for the first phase 
of the REALISE project. REALISE is funded through the European Integration 
Fund and so focuses on the experience of third country nationals, including 
those who have since gained British or EU citizenship. Migrants in the UK, 
whether from within or outside the EU, often face similar barriers to 
employment, so the findings in this report will relate to migrants with a wide 
range of backgrounds. 
 
The aim of this report is to better understand the phenomena of over-
qualification amongst migrants in Westminster— its causes and potential 
solutions. The report will inform the work of the REALISE project which 
involves developing a pilot action to further explore some of problems faced 
by skilled migrants in Westminster. The results of the pilot action will be 
monitored and evaluated and, in the final phase of the project, 
recommendations will be disseminated across the European member states 
involved in the project. REALISE is being carried out in 8 European cities. 
 
Westminster is an interesting location for the Realise project to take place, 
due both to the high proportion of London’s migrants being located in the 
borough and given that Westminster is home to more businesses and 
employees than any other London borough. In addition to this, the Migrants 
Resource Centre’s Head Office and community education and employment 
services are located in south Westminster. 
 

 

2.4 Research methodology and statement of ethics 

A literature review was carried out to find out what research already exists on 
the problem of over-qualification, both amongst the general population and 
relating specifically to migrants. Research into the issue of over-qualification 
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could be found relating to ethnic minorities in the UK, though it appears that 
no research has been carried out relating specifically to migrants or third 
country nationals and over-qualification. 

Labour market and population data has been collected from the Office of 
National Statistics, the Migration Observatory, the London Skills and 
Employment Observatory, The Greater London Authority and the Westminster 
City Council websites. In addition to this, policy information was collected both 
through the above websites and through telephone conversations with policy 
advisers from the public and voluntary sectors and researchers from a variety 
of universities across the UK.  

Five interviews with skilled migrants, one via telephone and the others face-
to-face, were carried out from December 2011 to January 2012. Also during 
this time four interviews were carried out with those who support migrants with 
employment issues. One of these was a recruitment specialist working 
specifically with overseas trained teachers; one of the participants works with 
a wide variety of clients, including migrants; and the other two work 
exclusively with migrants. All of the advisers interviewed work with clients in 
Greater London and two of these participants are based in Westminster, 
though their services also extend to clients from other boroughs in London.  

Participants were provided information about the project and how their 
comments would be used in the report. It was made clear that they could 
withdraw from the study at any point with no questions asked, and they were 
invited to ask any questions before and during the process. Before the 
interviews were carried out, each participant was asked to sign a form 
confirming their informed consent to take part in the study. All of the 
interviews conducted were transcribed and anonymised and excerpts from the 
transcriptions have been included throughout the report. 

 
3 Westminster’s Economy and Labour Market 
 

3.1 Industry trends in Westminster 

Westminster’s industries are diverse with a good mix of both large and small 
businesses. The borough is the centre of government, hosts many large 
companies, including multinational corporations, and is London’s largest 
tourist, leisure and retail centre. The most significant sectors within 
Westminster are business and financial services, public sector, tourism and 
entertainment and retail.  

Using Standard Industrial Classification codes, the sectors with the greatest 
number of employees in Westminster include Professional, Scientific and 
Technical with over 100,000 employees at the top followed by 
Accommodation and Food Services, Retail, Public Administration and 
Defence, Business Administration and Support, Information and 
Communication and Arts, Entertainment and Recreation, each with between 
40,000 and 70,000 employees per sector. 
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In 2011, Westminster had 46,385 of London’s 394,055 businesses, or 11.7% 
of the total. The number of Westminster’s businesses had reached almost 
50,000 in 2001, and then declined until 2006 when growth occurred until the 
start of the current recession in 2008. Most recently the borough’s greatest 
loss of 1000 enterprises occurred between 2009 and 2010. Across London, 
similar trends can be seen with a peak in 2009 followed by declining numbers 
of businesses across the capital. 

On the other hand, the number of enterprise births during this period has 
counteracted the effect on the number of businesses in Westminster. ONS 
Statistics show that the net number of enterprises in Westminster has only 
decreased slightly (See Figure 1, Appendix B). 

Data from 2008 and 2009 shows that the recent recession has had a negative 
impact on a number of industries, with the most significant reduction in 
employees in the Construction; Arts, Entertainment & Recreation; 
Administrative & Support services; Retail; Financial & Insurance; 
Accommodation & Food Services; and Information & Communication sectors.  

Conversely, some of Westminster’s industries have managed to achieve 
continued growth throughout the recession, including the Professional, 
Scientific & Technical; Public Administration & Defence; Transportation & 
Storage; Education; Real Estate; and Waste, Sewerage & Waste 
Management sectors (City of Westminster, 2011). 

 

3.2 The Local Labour Market 
 
Overall unemployment rate in Westminster for the 12 month period ending 
July 2011 (the most recent figures available) stood at 8.6% for those over the 
age of 16. Unemployment data shows a significant gender disparity as the 
rate for women was 9.9% compared to only 7.7% for men. With the economic 
downtown, unemployment levels have increased. In the period ending 
December 2007, unemployment in the borough was at only 6.2%.  

Within the borough there is a significant disparity based on ethnic 
background. In the period ending December 2010, the unemployment rate 
amongst ethnic minorities was 17.7%. By comparison, the overall 
unemployment rate during that period was only 9.2%.  
 
Data on available job vacancies by sector exists for the period 2007 to 2011, 
and when analysed, shows that the sectors with noticeable increases in job 
vacancies include banking, finance and insurance; public administration, 
education and health; and energy and water. For other industries, the number 
of vacancies appear to have remained constant, except for the distribution, 
hotels and restaurant industry where there seems to be an overall decline in 
jobs characterised by a high degree of fluctuation over time. That said, the 
NOMIS website warns that the interpretation of job vacancies data is limited to 
some extent by the fact that Jobcentre Plus has recently made changes to the 
way in which these data are collected. As a result the analysis of trends over 
time is likely to be inaccurate (nomis, 2011).   
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3.3 Qualifications in the UK 

 
In the UK, qualification levels are understood via three qualification 
'frameworks': The National Qualifications Framework, the Qualifications and 
Credit Framework (for vocational or work-related qualifications) and the 
Framework for Higher Education Qualifications. The frameworks are meant to 
provide a way to compare different qualifications in terms of the demands 
placed on the learner and to aide understanding of progression routes to 
higher levels of qualifications. 
 
When analysing data on the levels of qualifications found within the local 
population, data is generally available for those with HE level qualifications or 
above. For some statistics the division is made between those with 
qualifications at level 4 or above and those with lower qualification levels. 
Examples of qualifications at level 4 include Certificates of Higher Education 
(usually obtained for one year of university study), or work-related or 
vocational qualifications such as NVQs at level 4, BTEC Professional 
Diplomas, Certificates and Awards and Higher National Certificates. Bachelor 
degrees are at level 6 in the Higher Education Qualifications Framework and 
Masters Degrees are at level 7. 
 
According to the Annual Population Survey (ONS, 2011 found at LSEO), the 
overall number of working age people with qualifications at level 4 or above 
has been increasing steadily from 2005 to 2011. At the same time, the 
number of those of working age with no qualifications has been decreasing. 
 
 

4 Migrants in Westminster 

 

4.1 History and nature of migration  
 
The modern wave of immigration to the UK began in the period following the 
Second World War when a large labour shortage led to a number of migrants 
particularly from Eastern Europe. Then, as now, much of this immigration was 
concentrated in London. Four of ten Britons born abroad reside in London and 
together they comprise approximately 25 per cent of London’s population 
(BBC, 2011).  
 
Traditionally, many migrants came from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and the 
Caribbean. However, recently migrants have started to come from the 
Americas, parts of Africa not in the Commonwealth, and other parts of Europe. 
Starting in the 1980’s the UK and London in particular began to accept larger 
numbers of asylum seekers with the numbers peaking in 2001. After that point, 
increasing regulation made asylum seeking in the UK more difficult and the 
numbers began to decline.  
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Changes made in 1999 sought to move asylum seekers away from settling in 
London, although many ended up moving to London anyway. In recent years, 
immigration into London has become more diverse as London continues to 
draw migrants from a wide variety of locations and socio-economic 
backgrounds (Gordon et al, 2007).  

Overall, London is a major settling point for migrants arriving to the UK. As the 
economic centre of the UK it is seen to be the likeliest place to find 
employment. Additionally, as many migrant communities are already well 
established within London, new arrivals are often able to find the kind of 
community support that might be lacking elsewhere.   
 
However, within Westminster itself, the population appears to be more 
transitory. Given the presence of the Victoria Coach Station within in the 
borough, mainly people first come to Westminster by coincidence. They may 
initially live in Westminster as it is a multi-cultural place, seen as safe, and has 
employment opportunities both within the borough and in nearby parts of 
London.  

That said, since it is a point of arrival for many migrants and rents are high, 
living conditions for migrants are often quite overcrowded. A recent study 
therefore found that while there is an established migrant population in 
Westminster, in large part it ends up becoming a point of transition for new 
migrants as they seek to get settled in London. According to the research, the 
average stay of a new arrival was between 3 and 9 months. Overall, 
Westminster is reported as having one of the higher rates of turnover of the 
boroughs of London with international turnover accounting for almost half of 
the total (Pharoah and Hale, 2007)  

 

4.2 Number and profile of migrants  
 
In 2001, the latest year for which data is available, Westminster had 79,984 
foreign-born individuals out of a total population of 181,287, representing 
about 44% of the population. This percentage of foreign-born individuals is 
significantly higher than the London-wide average of 27%. Of the foreign-born 
population of Westminster, roughly a third was born in Europe (including non-
EU countries). The next approximate third reported being born in Asia, while 
the remaining third was spread across Africa, the Americas and Oceania. For 
a breakdown by country of birth, gender and age, see Figures 2-6, Appendix 
B. 

Among foreign-born residents of Westminster, women outnumber men 54% to 
46%. Within the foreign born population of Westminster, the demographic is 
also skewed towards those of working age—80% of foreign-born individuals 
are between 16 years and pensionable age. Comparatively, among the UK-
born population, only 66% fall into that category.   

In a press release from November 2011 Westminster City Council warned that 
the Office for National Statistics most recent data on the number of migrants 
entering England, including statistics for the borough of Westminster, was 
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incorrect. The council noted how the method for collecting data had changed 
five times since 2002 and that another change, resulting in these new figures, 
was being considered. These changes in approaches for collecting and 
analysing data mean that accurate data on the number of migrants is difficult 
to find and even more difficult to compare over time. The council’s own data 
saw an increase in the number of migrants registering with doctors and paying 
council tax in Westminster in 2009 and 2010, indicating that migrant numbers 
are rising in the borough. Conversely, the new ONS data indicated a 17% fall 
in the number of migrants coming to live in Westminster (Westminster City 
Council Press Release, 2011). 

 

5 Legislation and integration policy affecting 
skilled Third Country Nationals 

 

5.1 Relevant legislation and policies 
 

In 2011, the UK government began making changes as part of a new cap on 

net migration, with the aim to bringing the numbers of incoming migrants 

down to the tens of thousands from the current number within the hundred 

thousands. The cap restricts the number of non-EU migrants coming to work 

in the UK with a skilled job offer to 20,700. 
 
The net migration cap not only affects migrants intending to come to the UK, 
but also those who are already here and who might have intended to apply for 
further leave to remain. The UK has already started to restrict routes to apply 
for Indefinite Leave to Remain (ILR) from within the UK and, due to the 
unrealistic target, officials are also keen to see migrants leave the country. 

Since 2008 the UK has operated a Points-Based System (PBS) for non-
European Union migrants who wished to come to the UK to study, work or 
train. Skilled migrants who previously came to the UK via the Highly-Skilled 
Migrant Programme (HSMP) then fell under Tier 1 (‘general’) of the five tier 
system which replaced approximately 80 different routes to come to the UK. 

From early 2011, the UK government changed the rules around skilled 
migrants coming to the UK by replacing Tier 1 with the Exceptional Talent 
Scheme. This change ties in with the government’s new cap on migration 
numbers. Under the new scheme only 1000 highly-skilled migrants can enter 
the UK without needing a job offer, but requiring recommendation from 
particular bodies, such as the Royal Society of the Royal Academy of 
Engineering, amongst others (Migration Observatory, 2012). 

A key element of the system for the purpose of this report is that it is not 
possible to switch between tiers. Migrants who come to the UK as students no 
longer have access to a post-study work route. Students are also limited to 
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studying in the UK for 5 years and need a job offer within 3 months to work 
temporarily in the UK.  

Therefore, a domestic worker who applies for a Domestic Worker visa is only 
given permission to stay in the UK for a fixed period of time. He or she is 
allowed to change employer but will not be allowed to change to a different 
type of employment regardless of the qualifications and skills obtained either 
in the country of origin or in the UK.  

Likewise, a qualified migrant on a Skilled Worker visa, who has been offered a 
skilled job to fill a gap in the workforce that cannot be filled by a settled 
worker, must do the job described in the certificate of sponsorship. In addition, 
any skilled migrant worker must notify the home office of any change to 
core duties which might mean that the job is no longer on the shortage 
occupation list and impact on their ability to remain in the UK. These 
restrictions can constitute a potential barrier for skilled migrants to fulfil their 
potential.  

One recent change to legislation means that migrants on temporary Tier 1 or 
2 visas who wish to settle in the UK can only apply for Indefinite Leave to 
Remain if they are earning above a certain amount. Previously these migrants 
could apply for settlement based solely on the amount of time they had lived 
and worked in the UK. As a result of this change, migrants forced to take low-
skilled work or entry level positions have little chance of meeting the 
requirements.  

The lack of stability in the Points Based System proves frustrating for 

employers and migrants alike, as the constantly changing rules make it more 

difficult to plan ahead. 
 

 

5.2 A lack of policy provisions for migrants 

Apart from European Integration Fund initiatives happening on a national level, 
no particular policies or government programmes exist to integrate third 
country nationals. Equality Impact Assessments are carried out to gauge the 
potential effects of policies or services on people in relation to disability, 
gender and racial equality. These assessments are based on ethnicity rather 
than country of origin.  

Migrants have been included in national and local community cohesion policy, 
however for most mainstream policies there is nothing specifically stated for 
migrants. Instead, ethnic minorities are the focus of equality policies 
(Migration Observatory, 2011). 

Some support exists for migrant children in the mainstream school system. 
For adult migrants with language needs there is no national provision for free 
English language courses. The cost of courses varies greatly from college to 
college, with a few colleges offering to waive or reduce fees for particular 
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groups, such as those on state benefits or with a particular status, like asylum 
seekers or refugees. 

There is also no national provision to support skilled migrants from particular 
professions or with particular skills into jobs. This is due to the fact that 
migrants are not given any special attention in terms of mainstream skills 
policy (Migration Observatory, 2011). 

Migrants under certain categories have no access to state benefits or other 
public funds. This impacts on the range of services available to them to 
improve their employability, such as ESOL classes. 

In addition to this, the apprenticeship programme that is available in the UK is 
often inaccessible to migrants, either due to age restrictions or due to the rule 
of Equivalent and Lower qualifications which requires that applicants do not 
already have a qualification at the same level or at a higher level than the 
apprenticeship would provide. This is even true of those with overseas 
qualifications, even if the qualification is seen by NARIC to be at a lower level.  

  

6 Employment support services for migrants in 
and around Westminster 

 
Although there is no specific employment support for migrants, some of the 
Work Programme contracts, such as Next Step, require the contractor to 
show that they are reaching ethnic minority communities and other 
marginalised groups.  For this reason, organisations such as MRC are often 
sub-contracted to deliver employability advice and support.   

The organisations listed here do not constitute an exhaustive list of 
organisations supporting skilled migrants in London. Due to the size and 
diversity of the city there are hundreds of organisations, including community 
and migrant support organisations, which provide services for skilled migrants 
making it impossible to list each of them in this report.  

 

6.1 Mainstream employment services 

Job Centre Plus is a program of the Department for Work and Pensions 
(DWP). It was formed as the combination of government supported work 
placement services and offices providing public benefits such as the 
Jobseekers’ Allowance. The Job Centre Plus provides basic job search 
services, CV assistance, and interview skills in seeking to move individuals 
into employment as quickly as possible.  

The National Careers Service launched in April 2011 resulted in the merger of 
previously separate support for young people and adults in terms of careers 
advice. Within this scheme, Next Step is the national service for learning and 
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employment advice. Under the scheme anyone who registers for the service 
can receive three advice sessions.  

The Migrants Resource Centre (MRC) is a Next Step provider. Employment 
advisers at the MRC offer one-to-one advice sessions to migrants and, 
focussing on learning, employment, training, and voluntary work.  

 

6.2 The voluntary sector in Westminster 

As a voluntary sector organisation the MRC also offers workshops which are 
free of charge on employability skills. Classes are also offered in English 
language learning as well as in more holistic topics, such as health education 
or creative writing. There is a drop-in job search support group twice a week 
as well as the occasional life coach sessions for people who face additional 
barriers to employment. 

In addition, the MRC currently runs the Improving Life Opportunities Project 
which is aimed specifically at skilled migrants. The project runs workshops to 
prepare people for working in the UK and covers topics such as professional 
terminology, British culture, and office etiquette as well as job search and 
application skills. This is followed by advocacy and support to find placements, 
like a job brokerage programme.  

Also in Westminster, Cardinal Hume Centre offers employment support 
through a 2-person employment team. This includes advice and guidance on 
CV preparation, job opportunities, job search, as well as qualification 
comparisons via UK NARIC, some support for retraining, a job club, and a job 
brokerage service.  

The Westminster Volunteer Centre works to connect organisations seeking 
volunteers with those looking to offer their time. As part of its work, it helps to 
place individuals into work placement opportunities.  Although its activities are 
not specifically geared towards migrants, work placements can be important 
for migrants to establish a base of relevant experience within the UK.  

 

6.3 Other support for migrants in London 

Based in East London, Praxis provides services and support to migrants on a 
wide variety of issues. To help overcome barriers to employment, Praxis 
offers English classes focused on workplace vocabulary. They also run 
trainings in specific areas such as Adult Social Care. Their Job Clubs provide 
networking opportunities, CV assistance, and interviewing skills. They also 
provide one-on-one mentoring designed for people who have not previously 
worked in the UK and may need special assistance in planning for and 
supporting their career.  

Another organisation dealing with ethnic minorities and migrants is Olmec, 
situated in Islington, North London. Olmec was founded as a response to a 
situation of poverty and exclusion among people living in challenging 
neighbourhoods. It focuses on providing services in the areas of social 
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inclusion, diversity, and employment. Its employment programme, Solid 
Foundations, primarily works with individuals seeking careers in the 
engineering and construction fields and has been focused on the 
neighbourhood of Lambeth. It works with applicants to help hone job search 
skills, set up internships, provide training, and offer support. The program also 
works with employers to understand their needs and then provide qualified 
applicants to help fill those positions.  

Finally, Empowering Learning is a teacher training and consultancy 
organisation. It runs a training course for Overseas Trained Teachers so that 
they can be qualified to get teaching jobs within the UK. It has also developed 
an expertise working with individuals with overseas qualifications and helping 
to place them in teaching jobs and work placements.    

 

7 Over-qualification 

Over-qualification can be defined as a mismatch between the level of 
education a person has and the level of qualification that is necessary for the 
person’s job Brynin et al. (2006-17).  Alternatively some studies define over-
qualification as a mismatch between qualification level and wages (Battu and 
Sloane, 2002). 

 

7.1 Current research and literature review 

In a working paper from 2006, Brynin et al look at over-qualification amongst 
the general population. In 2002, Battu and Sloane published a paper on the 
extent to which ethnic minorities in Britain are overqualified. A study by Battu 
and Sloane from 2004 looks at differences in the incidence of over-
qualification across occupations and different ethnic groups. The study also 
analyses the incidence of over-qualification amongst non-whites compared to 
whites. In 2007 Dex and Lindley produced a study on over-qualification 
amongst ethnic minority groups, using a parametric model as opposed to the 
mean-mode methods used in previous studies. Also in 2007, using the labour 
force survey from 1993-2003, Lindley published a paper on over-education 
amongst migrants and ethnic minorities in the UK. In addition to this, a 
working paper by Battu et al from 2004 goes into greater depth regarding the 
reasons behind over-qualification, with a particular focus on the relevance of 
job contact networks. Dex and Lindley (2007) also touch on the reasons 
behind overqualification. 

There are data limitations with regards to the study of over-qualification.  The 
study by Battu and Sloane uses the fourth national survey of ethnic minorities 
from 1993-94. The labour market survey, which classifies all overseas 
qualifications as “other qualifications” does not distinguish between different 
levels of qualifications. In addition to this all of the literature is using data that 
is generally 10-20 years old. The 2011 UK census data will unfortunately not 
be ready in time to be utilised for the Realise project.  
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7.2 Evidence of severity of the problem of over-
qualification: The general population vs. Migrants 

Using a household survey of 1750 homes across six European countries, 
including Britain, Brynin et al conclude that over-qualification amongst the 
general population in Britain occurs mostly amongst those with low and 
middle-level qualifications. Over-qualification in the general population is less 
common for employees with higher education qualifications.  
 
On the contrary, Battu and Sloane (2002) found that over-qualification 
amongst ethnic minorities in Britain is more likely to occur in jobs associated 
with higher level skills and wages.   
 
The study by Brynin et al also finds that although people working in jobs they 
are overqualified for earn less than those with similar qualifications who are 
not classed as overqualified, when comparing wages of employees, those 
who are overqualified tend to earn more than those doing the same job, but 
with lower levels of qualification. In addition to this, instances of over-
qualification increase amongst those younger than 40 years of age (OECD, 
2011) 
 
Brynin et al also examined cases of over-qualification by occupation, finding 
that over-qualification amongst the general population tended to occur when 
the qualified person was unable to obtain a professional or managerial job. 
They found that “51% of the overqualified with a degree in Britain have 
professional or managerial jobs compared to 79% of those matched with a 
degree.” (Brynin et al, 2006-17:18) 
 
Studies focussing on ethnic minorities provide some insight into the 
experiences of migrants regarding over-qualification. Defining over-
qualification as a mismatch between skill level and wages a study by Battu 
and Sloane (2002) into over-qualification amongst ethnic minorities in the UK 
showed that those who are overqualified for a position tend to earn more 
compared to those with a lower qualification level, but doing the same job. 
This is less true, however, for those with qualifications below Higher 
Education (HE) level as well as for migrants. Battu and Sloane (2004) also 
found that those with overseas qualifications were more likely to work in jobs 
they were overqualified for.  

With data from 1993 to 2003 on those with UK higher education qualifications, 
Lindley (2009) looked into the occurrence of over-education amongst ethnic 
minorities in the UK. The study was limited to those with UK qualifications due 
to the fact that the survey data used did not differentiate between different 
levels of overseas qualifications. The results of the study concluded that 
migrant and minority ethnic groups tend to have higher levels of education 
than the rest of the population. Another interesting finding is that migrant and 
BME men were more likely to be over-qualified than men that did not fall into 
this category (27.3% compared with 22.5%).  
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In addition to this, there is evidence that these findings vary amongst different 
ethnic minority groups, with Indians and African-Asians more likely to be 
affected. Likewise, Dex and Lindley (2007), found that over-qualification is 
higher amongst black African, Chinese and other non-white groups. Both 
Battu and Sloane and Dex and Lindley found no evidence of the probability of 
over-qualification decreasing for those from English-speaking countries. Both 
studies found that the reward in terms of increased wages for working in jobs 
one is overqualified for is greatest for white males (12.4%), compared to 
11.6% for non-white migrants and 10.1% for non-white natives (Cedefop, 
2011). 

Without comprehensive data on over-qualification amongst migrants in the UK, 
and particularly due to fact that no studies focussing on either Greater London 
or Westminster appear to exist, it is difficult to compare the national 
phenomenon of migrant over-qualification with the regional or local situation. 
The evidence that does exist comes from the experience of employment 
advisers working with migrant clients. As part of this research, a survey was 
conducted amongst advisers working with migrants in London and 100 per 
cent of respondents claimed that migrants were affected by the problem of 
over-qualification to a much greater degree than the native population.  

 

7.3 Causes of over-qualification amongst migrants 

Barriers preventing qualified migrants from accessing jobs 
that match with their qualifications  

The following analysis of barriers faced by skilled migrants in accessing 
suitable employment has been collected both through a review of relevant 
research carried out in the UK as well as through interviews with skilled 
migrants and those organisations working with them. 

 
English language and communication skills 

English was often mentioned as the initial barrier to finding work, particularly 
for more newly arrived migrants. All the migrants interviewed for this research 
mentioned English in some respect, many of them commenting on a 
perceived need for better English pronunciation and sector-specific 
vocabulary that would improve job search skills (such as knowing which 
keywords to search for).This along with improved presentation skills can also 
help with performance both at interview and on the job. Even those with very 
good levels of English mentioned the need to improve English language skills, 
reflecting a low level of confidence when communicating in the host country 
language which does not necessarily correlate to actual language and 
communication skill levels. One advisor also mentioned English pronunciation 
courses as being useful for some clients, for improving both communication 
skills and confidence. 

‘When I was looking for jobs in the beginning I didn’t even know what 
keywords to search for�I couldn’t figure out how to apply my skills. I thought I 
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could be either a teacher or a secretary. But, there are such a range of 
positions where you could apply it.” 

Once migrants start working in low-skilled jobs, often with long hours, such as 
in the catering or hospitality sectors, they tend to only mix with people from 
their community and find it difficult to find the time or energy to learn English. 
As a result they don’t find out about opportunities and don’t access 
information about support services. 

 
Confidence 

The recruitment specialist we spoke to mentioned that clients often feel that 
they are under-qualified when in fact they are not. Rather than a need for 
more qualifications it is the approach and the level of confidence that are the 
most important factors.  

Getting migrants support as early as possible is also important. The longer it 
takes to get work, the harder it is to maintain self-confidence.  

‘I think the biggest [barrier] is confidence. Because in our life we need to feel 
confident. As much as I work as a housewife I will have lost confidence in my 
professional field.”  

‘When I attended the session with [my adviser] I was already feeling very 
unhappy and I started doubting my skills and my mental abilities.’ 

This was also echoed by the advisers interviewed: 

“Confidence is a massive thing and if we don’t get them into a job quickly after 
the internship they lose it.” 

In order for clients to get into work quickly it is necessary for them to have 
access to intensive and holistic support (NIACE, 2010). 

Encouragement from advisers and others is also key. The recruitment 
specialist we interviewed talked about the importance of helping overseas 
teachers on work placements to see themselves as equal to the other 
teachers in the schools. This combined with the right preparation, in this case 
the creation of a portfolio to track their professional development, along with 
advocacy from the agency, acted to help improve migrant teachers’ attitudes 
and self-confidence. 

When asked whether this approach would work with other skilled migrants, 
the interview participant insisted that the same tactics for assisting skilled 
migrants should be similar within other sectors. 

In the first instance, and with the right adviser, confidence levels can begin to 
be improved through CV support. 

“For many and especially those with professional backgrounds, so much of 
their identity is tied up in their professional skill set and their professional 
persona and I find by actually working with the CV�I can reaffirm to them that 
I recognise their professionalism and the skills they have as individuals.” 
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Having peer support has also shown positive results 

In response to news that some of a group of migrants had been promoted to 
paid teaching posts, “it really has the whole group very excited and thrilled. It 
washes over onto other people. ‘So-and-so did it, so I can do it’.” 

Encouragement is also necessary to ensure that clients stick with the support 
on offer and continue to improve their job search skills.  

“Our clients need to take part in a lot of these [employment support] activities 
in order to gain some confidence and sometimes they don’t see the value of 
taking part in all these activities if they are not going to get a job [right 
away]�so you need to convince them to come back and do it again until they 
get a lot of experience and confidence.” 

Lack of confidence is evidenced by migrants assuming that they are not as 
good as native candidates. There is an assumption that they are under-
qualified, despite having the level of qualification necessary for the job.  

Advisers spoke about working with clients who assume they are not as good 
as UK-born candidates. 

”People with English or a language specialism always say, ‘I could never 
teach English in this country because I’m a foreigner’.” 

One adviser spoke about clients abandoning their aspirations the longer they 
are out of work, eventually settling for low-skilled jobs. 

 “If people don't have work experience, they don't feel motivated, they lack 
confidence and then if they lack confidence they don't get opportunities to 
meet other people to network so in the end it's a viscous cycle, but I think 
people really need support and they need encouragement to find relevant 
work experience, at least to start.” 

“The longer professionals are unemployed, the greater the impact on their 
mental well-being and confidence levels�I tend to see that people who are 
very newly arrived are quite confident and the longer they’re unemployed 
[they lose confidence]” 

Another adviser saw low self-confidence as partly a result of colonial history. 
This idea was also mentioned explicitly by one of the migrants interviewed 
who spoke about the collective mind of nationals coming from former Soviet 
countries and an ingrained notion of inferiority. 

 “...language, lack of UK experience, lack of confidence, self-esteem, not 
thinking that they can actually do what they were doing in their country 
here...all these barriers are caused either by stereotypes, prejudice or 
comments they hear in everyday life. So, I think it depends on the colonial 
history of the place where they come from and what kind of relationship that 
country had with the UK. It depends also on the level of English” 

Also mentioned was the notion that not all advisers working with migrant 
clients were providing positive encouragement. 
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 “Sometimes advisers discourage people to achieve their own aspirations. So 
it's also a matter that when they decide to get advice sometimes they go to 
advisers who don't understand their backgrounds or who only judge them by 
their English and they start to feel so low that they say, 'okay, so maybe it's 
true that I can only work as a waiter or as a cleaner, a kitchen porter, etc'.” 

 
Job search methods, skills and cultural differences 

Battu et al’s research into job contacts and ethnic minorities shows that ethnic 
minorities in Britain tend to use personal contacts, like friends and family, 
when searching for job opportunities and that this is less successful than 
methods used by the native population, such as the use of agencies, job 
advertisements or existing professional networks (Battu and Sloane, 2004). 
The research also found that this was more likely to be true of ethnic 
minorities who are less integrated into the cultural norms of the host society.  

One adviser remarked, 

“A lot of [our clients] when their English is not that good the only way to get 
jobs is through friends. For example their friend works in a hotel and this 
person is going on holiday so then suddenly there is a vacancy.” 

The interviews conducted with skilled migrants confirmed this difference in job 
search methods: 

“This job I’m doing now, cleaner, is between friends. And in my country 95% 
[of jobs] are between friends” 

“[Back home] I was working basically in two places for most of the time of my 
career for 10 years and it was more movement through connections, through 
friends and not through job agencies.” 

All of the advisers interviewed mentioned job search skills as one of the key 
areas where migrants needed support and training. The organisations 
contacted for this report all provide advice on where to look for jobs, CV and 
job application preparation, training in interviewing skills as well as 
opportunities to hear from employers or professional bodies about employer 
expectations and office culture. All of these skills – from searching for work to 
networking and interviewing – are culturally specific to the UK.  

One adviser remarked how migrant’s CVs often start with detail first and then 
list the most important points. In the UK it’s the opposite, where the key points 
should be at the top of the CV in order to catch the employer’s attention. So 
the advice that is necessary is about restructuring the CV as well as helping 
clients to ‘sell themselves’ by presenting their skills and experience in an 
attractive and easily read format. This idea of ‘selling oneself’ can also 
present problems. As one employment adviser puts it: 

“We accept in the UK that selling yourself is culturally necessary in the job 
market. You’ve got to be able to put yourself in a very positive light and in 
some cultures that’s considered completely wrong. Humility is the way forward. 
So helping them to understand that there is a cultural acceptance of actually 
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blowing your own trumpet is a very important part for some people of different 
cultural backgrounds.” 
 
In addition to this, there are different methods of recruitment in different 
sectors, which can add to confusion around the best CV or the best job 
search approach. For example, CVs are often not requested in the public or 
third sector where “equal opportunities in recruitment” are advertised and 
candidates are required to address how they meet the skills/experience on the 
person specification. In contrast, the private sector or recruitment agencies 
will often request a professional CV and might base an interview on the 
experience and qualifications listed there. These differences, when not taken 
into account, can lead to failure when applying for jobs. 
   

The need for recent and relevant UK work experience 

All of the skilled migrants interviewed for this research commented on the 
need for UK work experience, citing this as the most necessary support 
required to help them find work that matches with their skills and education.  

Multiple reasons were given for this including the demands of employers to 
have recent work experience in the UK, the need to adapt skills to the UK 
market, the opportunity to improve work-related English and communication 
skills and the necessity of keeping up-to-date with professional skills.  

‘I think one of the most important shortcomings is that I didn’t have any 
experience and I couldn’t prove and experience of working in England and 
that was a big ’no’ for most of the companies.’ 

Advisers working with migrants also spoke about work placement 
programmes as the most effective way to support people into work as it 
provides a chance for migrants to become accustomed to UK work etiquette; 
learn sector-specific vocabulary; ensure they have recent, relevant 
experience; and establish a UK reference in order to sell themselves to future 
employers.  

Work placement programmes which are related to the migrant’s previous 
profession also prevent deskilling and raise confidence levels as migrants can 
see for themselves that they are capable of carrying out the responsibilities 
relating to the job.  

“If you do a work placement in a way you are less stressed so you have more 
time to adjust and to understand because there is less pressure.” 

In some cases, overseas work experience might not be seen as relevant if 
working practices or knowledge necessary for the job is quite different from 
the UK. 

 “I mentioned an experienced architect who has actually built hospitals and 
managed complete projects from inception and quoting, tendering right 
through to handing over the keys, but he’s very aware that there will be a 
body of law associated with building that he is not familiar with, even health 
and safety regulations”  
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Participants as well as advisers mentioned the difficulty of finding relevant 
voluntary or work experience since bespoke programmes for particular 
professions either do not exist or are not widely available. For some 
professions systemic barriers to obtaining work placements also exist.  

“I think there is a lack of adaptation programmes, for example, that exist in 
midwifery and nursing, so that they can actually feel comfortable.”  

“There are systemic barriers, for doctors for example, certain internships and 
attachments come directly through the universities.” 

In addition to this, work placements or internships often include an application 
process which is comparable to the job application process which migrants 
also have difficulty navigating. As a result, advisers insisted that advocacy 
was a vital aspect of supporting migrants to obtain relevant work placement. 

They also described the importance of services having good links with 
employers to know where skills could be matched with employers needs, for 
example regarding particular specialisms, language or cultural know-how.  

Once on a placement migrants can greatly benefit from continued advocacy 
and support, both as encouragement and to press for continuous professional 
development. 

A recruitment specialist working with overseas trained teachers commented 
on the importance of encouraging skilled migrants to see themselves as 
capable equals while on a work placement. Keeping a portfolio of skills and 
experience gained as well as any training obtained while on the placement 
was also suggested as highly valuable. This continued support was seen as 
an important part of raising confidence and ensuring skills and knowledge is 
recognised by the placement provider and recorded for future job applications. 

 
Social and professional networks 

Another barrier many migrants face is that simply by being new to UK society 
they lack both social and professional networks that might support them to 
find employment. A UK born worker will often have social and professional 
networks which overlap, making it easier to find out about job opportunities 
even when unemployed.  

“Networking is a hugely important part of professional job search in the UK 
and of course [migrants] are completely outside that network. And so helping 
them to get a foot in the door, whether it’s attending a professional conference 
or joining a professional organisation [is necessary]”  

Having UK references is very often a requirement when applying for jobs. 
Many migrants are isolated and have no contacts in the UK to use as a work 
or character reference. 

“We definitely have a lot of clients who are isolated because some of them the 
only person they know is their GP and GPs are not very good at giving 
references [and many of them charge for this].” 
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Having contact and interacting with one’s professional peers is also about 
maintaining confidence and professional knowledge. 

‘I have a lot of friends here. It’s not only about friends. It’s more about some 
professional areas because you need to make some work and socialise in 
professional areas as well.’  

 
Recognition of overseas qualifications  
 
The official body responsible for the recognition of overseas qualifications in 
the UK is called UK NARIC. UK NARIC charges for the translation and 
provision of a letter of comparability.  
 
Information on how to interpret the assigned equivalency is not provided as 
part of the service, so it is left up to clients themselves, employers and 
universities to determine whether the qualification is in fact transferable to the 
UK given the intended use (i.e. whether for further study or application for 
employment). In many cases, migrants will require advice from an 
experienced adviser in order to understand what the comparison means for 
them as an individual.  

“There is a complexity to understanding how to go about proving that their 
qualifications are valid.” 

“The phone calls and persistence it took to understand where his 
qualifications were going to be accepted, let alone for someone who perhaps 
isn’t confident with their English levels over the telephone.” 

“It’s not as simple as NARIC and gaining a certificate that’s translated into 
supposed equivalency. It’s then well, what does that mean in terms of how 
quickly can they turn that into something that’s going to be accepted in the UK 
job market?” 

Advisers remarked how there is no consistency with how universities view 
overseas qualifications and the same can be said of employers. A recent 
report from Cedefop also indicated that employers might not understand the 
value of foreign qualifications (Cedefop, 2011). 
According to the Migration Observatory’s policy briefing, ‘Selecting the Best 
and the Brightest’, a number of UK employers and other organisations have 
cast doubt on the accuracy of UK NARIC’s qualification comparison service 
(Migration Observatory, 2012). In addition to this, UK NARIC had been 
accused by some advisers and clients of downgrading certain qualifications. 
 
Additionally, some professions overseas qualifications might not transfer well 
to the host country. For example, a law degree obtained in another country 
will have covered laws specific to that country. Likewise, an engineering 
degree might lack necessary knowledge about health and safety or other 
country-specific regulations. Another reason for the lack of transferability can 
be explained by the difference in level of development between the country of 
origin and host country (Cedefop, 2011). 
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Differences in education systems can also pose a problem, making it difficult 
for employers to understand an applicant’s skills and knowledge: 
 
‘In the UK if you want to go to LSE and get a PhD in Economics you probably 
study this from the beginning from A Level and cover 5 or 6 different subjects. 
But in our education we need to do more than 50 subjects. Taxation, 
accountancy, finance, banking, credit, all of them. And I can get different 
positions. But, in the UK it’s very difficult to explain that.’ 
 
Of course, in some cases, qualifications might be assessed by UK NARIC at a 
lower level than what is required or might not be recognised at all. In these 
cases migrants might be expected to top up their qualifications with further 
study or retake qualifications entirely. Studying in the UK, particularly for 
foreign nationals, can be costly and might not be an option for many. 

The lack of recognition of overseas qualifications is an important issue for UK 
NARIC and employers to be aware of, however, the recruitment specialist 
interviewed warned that it should not be assumed that qualifications are the 
main barrier:  

‘When [skilled migrants] don’t get the job or they don’t get the interview, they 
don’t get shortlisted, they always think it’s the qualification and in my 
experience it never is. Not only not often, but never. It’s the presentation of 
what they’re doing.”  

 
Regulatory aspects and employers’ awareness of migrants’ work 
entitlements, qualifications and cultural norms 
 
Both advisers and skilled migrants mentioned a need for greater employer 
awareness around migrants’ rights and qualifications. There is a general 
feeling that employers do not understand migrants’ legal status and they are 
concerned about employing third country nationals for fear of not complying 
with the law. 
 
‘One of the major things is that the company [needs to] know that after a 
Masters we get a 2-year work visa since most of them think that I’m looking 
for a sponsor for a visa.’ 
 
Another suggestion was that employers might not want to invest in an 
employee’s training and professional development if they are only on a 
temporary visa or if the company is worried they might soon relocate. One 
adviser mentioned that UK employers would find it easier and more attractive 
to employ those with British or EU citizenship. 
 
Other advisers commented on how it was more important for employers to 
recognise the value of migrants’ experience, knowledge and qualifications. 
 
 “We need to get the word out there to British employers. These are people 
who have the work ethic they're looking for. Their work ethic is undeniable. 
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They have tenacity, proven by the fact that they're here. They have 
commitment, let alone incredible talent and skill.” 

In addition to this, advisers recognised a need for employers to better 
understand the cultural backgrounds of prospective migrant employees in 
order to avoid discrimination.  
  
“It's a dialogue, it's a two-way process. I think employers should be aware of 
the cultural differences of their employees. And also the employee should 
understand the environment and the culture of the place where he is acting 
and also the culture of other employees because of course other employees 
can come from other countries as well.”  

 
Inaccessible information and ineffective mainstream services 

Information is not easily accessible. It was noted that there is a need to 
provide easily accessible profession-specific guides on adaptation and 
distribute them via JobCentres.  

 “[The Job Centres] could be [distributing quality information for professionals] 
instead of telling qualified individuals that they should take a cleaning 
job�Their bog standard reply to people with wonderful skillsets is so 
demoralising and dehumanising.” 

 “Only a small percentage of overqualified migrants access information. There 
are so many people doing different jobs who don't have time to think about 
other options so maybe it would be important to reach them where they are 
even in their work environments. In the media, where they can hear that there 
can be opportunities for them. “ 

“Also, it's important to have access to the right information and advice. 
Sometimes people are very confused and they are told different things from 
different people” 

Not all migrants in need of support seek help from charitable services so one 
adviser interviewed also mentioned the need for outreach. 

 
Financial barriers 

Third country nationals might not have access to public funds including 
training allowances. In addition to this, many migrants are either unemployed 
or working in low-skilled jobs, making it very difficult to afford the cost of either 
retraining or topping up existing qualifications. Even getting overseas 
qualifications compared and recognised is expensive. Additionally, the cost of 
childcare can also prevent people from either taking low-paid work or training 
courses. 

For those migrants who are not on benefits and who are unemployed or in 
low-skilled work, even the cost of transport to training workshops and advice 
sessions can prevent them from accessing support. 
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Health issues 

Health problems, including mental health issues can also pose a problem for 
skilled migrants trying to obtain employment that matches their skill level. In 
some cases, mental health issues, like depression, can originate from the 
negative experience of migrating to the UK and failing to find employment.  

“�again it is another vicious cycle. They were alone in this country, they had 
bad experiences, they feel depressed, they went to the doctor, the doctor 
prescribed anti-depressants, they started taking anti-depressants and now 
they are affected by the medicine. They don't have enough concentration, 
they don't have memory, they feel weak, and again this is blocking them from 
going outside, from accessing services, and starting thinking about a proper 
life in the UK.”  

 
Discrimination 
 
Interviews with advisers providing employment support to migrants revealed 
that Black and Minority Ethnic job applicants from outside the EU face greater 
barriers to employment than other groups. Some groups – black teachers, for 
example – were failing to gain employment despite being equally qualified, 
experienced and well-prepared by advisers compared to other candidates. 
With no apparent reason for this discrepancy, discrimination from employers 
might be one explanation.  

Other advisers also spoke about the need for employers to become more 
culturally aware. In addition to this a recruitment specialist noted how some 
groups, such as Nigerians, were forced to provide the shortened versions of 
their names in order to make their CVs more attractive. This points to a lack of 
cultural awareness amongst employers leading to potential discrimination 
during recruitment.  

In addition to this, the negative portrayal of migrants and issues relating to 
immigration in the media fosters discrimination and negative attitudes towards 
migrants amongst the general public, including employers.  

 
The local labour market and knowledge about opportunities 
 
One adviser remarked that with the current economic downturn migrants are 
now having to compete even more with UK-born candidates, even for unpaid 
positions, such as volunteer work or internships. 

Another observation was the great challenge advisers face when trying to find 
out about sector specific information for such a wide range of industries. 
Advisers are sometimes too busy to conduct research into the labour market 
and particular employment sectors making it difficult to work with clients with a 
vast range of skills and experience.  
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On the other hand, for the recruitment specialist working specifically with 
teachers, the response was the opposite. It seems that those teachers who 
came to the agency were already well informed about the labour market and 
where to search for jobs. This could be due to the dedicated Teaching 
Information Line that exists for teachers or the Refugees into Teaching project 
which existed up until November 2011 and continues to provide information 
online. 

How long is support and advocacy needed?  

From 2008-2010 NIACE, a charity promoting adult learning in the UK, led the 
EIF-funded Impact project, which focussed on improving support and advice 
aimed at third country nationals. One of the findings of that project was that 
clients required much more intensive and longer-term support from advisers 
and advocates. 

According to the advisers interviewed for the Realise project, the time it takes 
to get into work that matches the client’s skills and experience can vary quite 
a bit. The recruitment adviser mentioned getting people into a paid entry-level 
post within a few months, with the expectation that it would then take up to 
several years to progress to a paid post that is similar to the one the person 
held in their home country.  

Other advisers also talked about the need for intensive support over a period 
of about 6 months on average, but with a great degree of variation depending 
on a number of factors such as language proficiency, additional training 
requirements and the labour market situation. 

 

7.4 Participants’ suggestions for solutions 

The interviews conducted for this research reflect a general agreement that 
the barriers skilled migrants face to finding employment are complex and 
often interconnected. Advisers agreed that employment needs could not be 
addressed in isolation and that a holistic approach to providing support 
services was necessary. This is evident in the suggestions offered for what 
sort of support skilled migrants require to help them find employment that 
matches with their skill and qualification level. 

For example, advisers emphasized the importance of presenting one’s skills 
according to UK common practice. This support is provided through CV or 
personal statement writing workshops or one-to-one support. One recruitment 
specialist interviewed mentioned that having a well-written personal statement 
was not only useful when filling in job applications, but also helped to boost 
the person’s confidence by having a statement of their relevant skills and 
experience in a well-presented format. Similarly, another employment adviser 
commented that CV advice in itself raises the client’s confidence levels as 
their experience and skills are given recognition by the adviser. 

‘I had a quite nice experience with some charity project. It was about 
presentations and presenting yourself. There was a class devoted 
to�interviews. That was good because they gave you really good insight into 
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what the question could mean and what your reply could show or tell about 
you.’ 
 
Advisers therefore have a role to play in helping these clients understand the 
cultural acceptance of this practice as well as the necessity of honing such 
skills in order to write effective CVs and applications, perform well in 
interviews and network on a professional level. 

“[The CV is] their brand, it’s their one shot and so making sure that the profile 
and the initial impact, the employer is not going to be able to deduce when 
they start reading about this individual that they are in fact a skilled individual 
from another country.” 

All of the advisers interviewed had experience with organising workshops or 
events which provided opportunities for clients to meet with professionals from 
their sector. This was also stated as one of the most pressing needs by both 
clients and advisers. One suggestion was to set up peer groups and then to 
provide networking opportunities with professional bodies, such as the 
Institute of Engineering and Technology or the Midwifery Council. Linked to 
this need for tailored information, profession-specific funded programmes of 
advocacy were also called for.  

“Surely [the professional bodies] must see that economic migrants are not 
going to go away and they're a resource to be valued. Not a hindrance and a 
problem to be skirted.”  

Clients unanimously called for relevant work experience opportunities 
combined with advice and advocacy. 

‘If one employer gave me the opportunity then in 6 months I will finish 
speaking English and for half price. I don’t mind getting half the price�Like a 
training, but it does not exist.’ 
 
‘For me it would be important to get some assessment of what I’m qualified for 
or some internship where you work in something and see if it’s good�I know I 
won’t apply for some high position because I don’t know if I’m qualified for it, 
even though in my job they say [that I’m able to do more than what’s 
required], but then you need to hear it from somewhere.’ 
 
 As well, organisations’ links with employers were regarded as very important. 
The recruitment agency which provides training for overseas teachers to 
adapt to a UK school environment had the greatest success rates for getting 
people into paid work, presumably due to the great links with schools, the fact 
that the agency matches clients’ skills with schools’ needs, as well as the 
opportunity for clients to engage with teachers from the UK. This same 
participant commented on the importance of encouraging skilled migrants to 
see themselves as capable equals while on a work placement. Continued 
advocacy from an adviser or work placement coordinator was seen as highly 
valuable. 

What seems to be necessary is a comprehensive service where, rather than 
simply arranging a volunteer or work placement, the client receives advice 
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and guidance, advocacy, ongoing support with professional development as 
well as professional networking opportunities. 

As previously mentioned, NIACE’s IMPACT project also looked at the issue of 
employment needs of third country nationals. The project published a training 
resource for public employment agencies and local and regional authorities. In 
order to not lose the valuable work produced by the IMPACT project, the 
recommendations from the report have been listed in Appendix D at the end 
of this document. 

8 Conclusions and recommendations 
 
With the overall level of people with qualifications increasing and the number 
of enterprises remaining roughly constant, the current labour market situation 
will not work in favour of skilled, yet unemployed, migrants. Although some 
sectors, like the professional, scientific and technical sectors are growing 
slightly, the increase in qualifications amongst the general population mean 
that these areas are becoming more competitive. As a result, migrants facing 
multiple barriers are at a disadvantage. With other key sectors shrinking, their 
alternative career options are increasingly disappearing. For those highly 
skilled migrants whose qualifications already meet UK industry requirements, 
the situation is slightly better, but for those whose qualifications or experience 
is not recognised, the situation is particularly bleak.  

Now, more than ever, targeted support for skilled migrants is necessary. This 
group of skilled and educated individuals require quality advice so that they 
are fully aware of the opportunities that exist as well as industries in decline 
so that they can make informed decisions about whether to pursue existing 
careers or requalify in alternative professions.  

Above all, and in conjunction with advice and guidance to improve 
employability skills, migrants require access to work placements, to raise 
confidence, update skills and  increase employability in the UK job market. A 
number of providers offer work placement programmes on some scale, but in 
Westminster a more general approach is offered, with no bespoke 
programmes for particular groups or professions. Teachers, for instance, 
might be able to access some of the refugee-specific programmes that exist in 
London, although most of these have now lost funding. Health professionals 
are another group with limited support, again, with programmes that exist 
focussing on refugees. Engineering professionals are another group which 
might be able to find some limited support (e.g. via Olmec’s Solid Foundations 
programme), but nothing like this exists in Westminster.  

A tailored programme of support for one of these professions could work in 
Westminster and would tie in well with the existing Improving Life 
Opportunities project currently running and the Migrants Resource Centre. 
The MRC also offers mentoring on a small scale, so expanding this service 
and linking it to other support offered to skilled migrants is another possibility 
for the Realise project. 
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Appendix B 

Charts and Graphs 

 
Figure 1: Net Enterprise Births and Deaths for 2004-2008/2009-2010 
(Source: ONS Business Demography, 2010) 

 

Figure 2: London by country of birth 
(Source: Nomis Census Data, 2001) 
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Figure 3: Westminster by country of birth 
(Source: Nomis Census Data, 2001) 

 
 
Figure 4: London gender and age by country of birth 
(Source: Nomis Census Data, 2001) 
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Figure 5: Westminster gender and age by country of birth 
(Source: Nomis Census Data, 2001) 

 
 
Figure 6: Top 10 countries of birth of migrants in London, 2010 
(Source: Labour Force Survey, The Migration Observatory, 2011) 
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Appendix C 

 

NIACE IMPACT Project Recommendations 

The NIACE IMPACT Project ran in Leicester, UK from 2008-2010. The project 
developed the following recommendations as a result of the transnational co-
operation and these have been directly copied from the NIACE website. 
Further information about the project can be found at 
http://www.niace.org.uk/current-work/impact  

Recommendations for national governments 

1. To introduce recognition and validation systems for migrants and others 
whose education, training and work experience has been gained outside the 
EU 

2. Review the work of NARICs to ensure that they are meeting the needs of 
third country nationals. 

3. Provide a legal right to the validation of qualifications and skills 

4. Establish regional assessment and validation centres 

5. Provide guidance, advice and 'top up' learning opportunities to update 
qualifications and skills gained outside the EU 

6. Remove the legal barriers that prevent newly arrived, legally resident third 
country nationals from gaining access to employment and training services; 
simplify the eligibility requirements and provide clear guidance to public 
services dealing with third country nationals 

For employment services 

1. Provide an early opportunity for third country nationals to receive 
information and guidance about the national labour market, the skills and 
qualifications required for professional integration and how they can plan to 
find employment. 

2. Ensure that employment advisers receive training in: 

• Intercultural competences 
• Understanding discrimination and stereotyping 
• Eligibility criteria that relates to migrants 
• How to use NARIC and other validation and equivalency services that exist 
• Skills auditing and CV preparation with third country nationals 
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3.  Allow more time for advisers to assess third country nationals' skills, 
opportunities and barriers and to be more flexible in the job-seeking services 
offered 

4. Provide some information in the most common languages of third country 
nationals 

5.  Provide some specialist services and staff with greater knowledge of the 
backgrounds of third country nationals and careers guidance for them 

6. Establish or gain access to existing assessment services to test vocational 
skills 

7. Promote and benefit from a culturally diverse workforce 

Recommendations for employers and their organisations 

1. Ensure that occupational standards and requirements are clear so that the 
skills and qualifications of third country nationals can be assessed alongside 
the specified standards 

2.  Provide work experience opportunities for third country nationals to enable 
them to demonstrate their skills and where necessary link this with training 
provision and vocational language learning 

Recommendations for City and Regional governments 

1.  Monitor the nationality of migrants, their access to local services and 
progress in the labour market to identify where services should be adapted to 
meet the needs 

2. Provide information in appropriate ways about employment and training 
services 

3. Highlight the needs of particular groups such as third country national 
women, who have less access to resources, including time, for career 
development 

4. Support the work of NGOs working with migrants to encourage social and 
economic integration 

Recommendations for the EU 

1. Facilitate the establishment of a European network of Employment 
Services and labour market institutions that can share information about 
migration, employment, education and training 

2.  Develop a common source of information for prospective migrants from 
third countries to enable them to understand the methods of assessment of 
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skills and qualifications used in EU countries for their labour markets before 
they leave their own countries 

3.  Systematically seek more information about the situation of third country 
nationals living in the EU in relation to their employment status, education and 
training 

4.  Ensure that in introducing the European Qualification Framework(which 
includes the validation of non-formal and informal learning within National 
Qualification Frameworks), that qualifications and learning acquired outside 
the EU are included 

 


