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‘The benefit to the company [of employing migrants] is cultural diversity 

– diversity of experience as well as ethnicity. It enables us to make 

decisions based on different perspectives.  The richness that comes 

with that is a big positive.’  

HR Manager, Rio Tinto 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

1  Introduction 

This report is produced by the Migrants Resource Centre, a national charity 

working with migrants and refugees.  The report forms part of the EU-funded 

REALISE project, which aims to contribute to the strategy of ‘creating a 

dynamic and competitive Europe by making the best use of human capital.’ 

The report aims: to raise awareness among employers of the potential for 

their business of employing non-EU migrants; to share good practice; and to 

consider any barriers and how they can be overcome.  

 

The report is based on a small-scale study.  Interviews 

were carried out with six employers, a careers 

guidance organisation, and four skilled non-EU 

migrants.  There was also an online survey, completed 

by eight employers. In addition to this desk-based 

research was carried out using a variety of sources 

listed in Appendix A. 

 

2 The context 

The employment of skilled non-EU migrants is self-

evidently affected by immigration policy and by the 

UK and other jobs markets.   

 

Successive governments have placed restrictions on the right of entry of 

migrants from beyond the EU.  At the time of writing (late 2012) migrants have 

to accumulate enough points (for skills etc) to qualify under one of four 

headings: exceptional talent, sponsorship by an employer, study at a 

recognised institution, or temporary work.  Overseas students no longer have 

the right to post-study employment.  There is some controversy about the 

impact of these restrictions on the economy. 

 

Research shows 

that where 

migrants have 

skills that 

complement 

those of existing 

workers, 

productivity 

increases and 

wages generally 

may rise. 



Migrants Resource Centre 
REALISE 

6 

 
With almost 9% of UK graduates unemployed after six months, and almost 

15% employed as waiters, bar staff etc, skilled migrants face competition for 

both paid work and unpaid placements.  In addition, migrants from Southern 

European countries within the EU (who don’t face the same entry restrictions) 

are arriving in greater numbers because of the economic situation there. 

 

3 The experience of employers 

The online survey 

All but one of the survey respondents employed migrants from beyond the 

EU. Of the seven that did, all employed migrants at their level of professional 

skill.  Three of the seven said they had been very satisfied with the 

experience, three reasonably satisfied.  None were 

disappointed.  One felt that recruitment managers 

and migrants themselves needed support for the 

migrants to achieve their potential. 

 

The interviews 

The one organisation that had not recruited 

migrants was also interviewed.  It told us that 

migrants had never applied for paid jobs.  Two had 

for volunteer placements, which themselves were 

highly contested: one had been taken on, though 

there had been no paid position for him to move on 

to; the other had been turned down despite 

appropriate professional experience because he 

did not have the right to (paid) work.   

 

One organisation relied on a graduate recruitment scheme, and had in the 

past employed many migrants who had come as overseas students; but the 

closure of the Post Study Work scheme had now made this difficult.  The 

company felt that it and the UK were losing out on highly talented and 

motivated staff.  Two companies employed migrants in entry-level posts, 

The companies 

expressed strong 

satisfaction with the 

recruitment of 

migrants, citing high 

motivation and a 

good work ethic, 

specialist skills and 

experience, 

increased cultural 

awareness for the 

business, and the 

benefits of diversity 

for decision-making. 
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regardless of qualifications, but frequently promoted them to managerial 

level.  One of these only employed people with a permanent immigration 

status, thus debarring many migrants.  One felt that overseas experience was 

hard to evaluate, and that there was no time to verify 

overseas qualifications.  This company acknowledged 

that some of its recruitment methods, including 

psychometric testing, were unfamiliar to some 

migrants. 

 

A large NHS hospital trust employed many migrants, 

including sponsoring some to enter when there was a 

skills shortage locally.  It relied on the relevant 

professional bodies to validate qualifications.  Like the 

other organisation sponsoring migrants (see below) it 

expressed frustration with the delays and complexity 

of the UKBA processes involved. 

 

The final interview was with a multinational mining 

company, with considerable experience of recruiting 

and managing a diverse workforce.  10% of recent recruits by the London 

office had been migrants, from within and beyond the EU.   

 

All five companies expressed strong satisfaction with the recruitment of 

migrants, citing high motivation and a good work ethic, specialist skills and 

experience, increased cultural awareness for the business, and the benefits of 

diversity for decision-making. 

 

4 The experiences of migrants 

One of our migrant interviewees was also an HR professional interviewed as 

employer.  She had arrived in the UK from former Yugoslavia in 2001, worked 

in the HR department of a charity, first as a volunteer, then part- and then full-

time paid, and qualified here.   

The closure of the 

Post Study Work 

scheme has now 

made it difficult 

to employ non-EU 

graduates.  ‘As 

overseas students 

are intelligent, 

qualified, 

motivated – a 

fantastic resource 

that is being 

wasted’ say Ipsos 

Mori. 
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The other three migrant interviewees were users of 

MRC’s services, and seeking work.  All had 

qualifications and experience in their home country: 

as a civil engineer, business administrator and finance 

manager.  All three had recognised the need to 

improve their English language skills and had taken 

measures to learn.  All had applied for work below 

their level of skill and been turned down.  All three 

recognised the crucial need for UK work experience, 

both to convince employers of their skill and to learn 

about the UK’s work culture.  Two were taking 

professional training below their level of qualification, 

and one of these was accepted on an unpaid work 

placement at the time of our interview.  The third, the 

engineer, had decided to turn self-employed.  The careers adviser confirmed 

the picture of many migrants struggling to find work suited to their skills. 

 

5 The economic impact of migration 

Contrary to popular belief, increased migration does not always damage the 

chances of the settled population.  Research shows that where migrants 

have skills that complement those of existing workers, productivity increases 

and wages generally may rise.  Where they are in competition, pay and 

working conditions may fall.  Migrants also contribute to the economy 

through taxes and consumption of good and services. 

 

In the UK, migrants have often taken low-paid jobs in poor conditions, that 

the indigenous population might refuse.  There are now more of these low-

paid jobs, due to the subcontracting of what were statutory services.  

Migrants may be more willing to tolerate the poor pay and conditions as a 

temporary solution to their own issues. 

 

All of the migrants 

interviewed 

recognised the 

crucial need for 

UK work 

experience, both 

to convince 

employers of their 

skill and to learn 

about the UK’s 

work culture. 
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6 Conclusions and recommendations 

No employer we contacted was against employing non-EU migrants in 

principle, and all but one had done so.   

 

Every organisation that employed migrants was enthusiastic about the results, 

citing strong motivation, the benefits of new perspectives and cultural 

awareness, and specialist skills and experience.   

 

Within this, some employers recruited to entry-level jobs but promoted; for 

them, overseas qualifications and experience were less important than UK 

experience, paid or voluntary.  Where a particular qualification was essential, 

employers relied on the relevant professional bodies for validation.  Two 

employers recruited overseas where there were skills shortages in the UK. 

 

Potential barriers to the recruitment of migrants included: unfamiliar 

recruitment processes; the requirement for previous 

UK experience, when even unpaid placements are 

competed for; and the immigration system.  The 

company wanting to recruit new migrant graduates 

cannot now do so; the system for sponsoring skilled 

migrants to enter is slow and cumbersome.  In 

addition one employer regarded even Indefinite 

Leave to Remain as too insecure.  The present 

economic situation in the UK and beyond also 

increases the competition for work. 

 

  

The company 

had a strict policy 

in relation to 

migrants in effect 

severely limiting 

the numbers of 

non-EU migrants 

employed.   
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Recommendations 

1 Employers that currently don’t employ skilled non-EU migrants 

are encouraged to take note of the positive experiences of their 

peers. 

 

2 Employers that have no applications from migrants could 

consider equal opportunity procedures for dealing with this. 

 

3 Employers are strongly encouraged to offer appropriate work 

placements to skilled migrants, as a benefit to their own company 

and to their sector as a whole.  

 

4 Employers who ban the recruitment of people without 

permanent residence may wish to reconsider, given the reality of the 

immigration system and the skilled workers they are missing. 

 

5 Organisations that assist migrants need to remain in contact 

with employers, to be clear what recruitment processes are in use 

and prepare their clients accordingly.   

 

6 Employers and agencies should campaign for changes in the 

immigration system where this appears to deprive the UK of skilled 

migrants who might contribute to the economy. 
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1  Introduction 

 

The REALISE project and the Migrants Resource Centre 

This report is produced by the Migrants Resource Centre, as part of REALISE, a 

project funded by the European Integration Fund.  The EIF supports the 

integration of third country nationals in EU member states.  REALISE is being 

run in seven of the member states; it aims to contribute to the EU 2020 

strategy of ‘creating a dynamic and competitive Europe by making the best 

use of human capital.’ 

 

The Migrants Resource Centre (MRC) is a registered charity, founded in 1984 

and based in Central London.  It 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.’  It has a 

history of research and advocacy on issues of migration and integration; it 

also has an employability service, assisting migrants with training in job search 

skills, support in finding work placements, and the validation of overseas 

qualifications. MRC also offers skills development training and English classes. 

 

This report 

In February 2012, MRC produced a first report for REALISE.1 This considered the 

immediate local context – one London borough – its economy, its migrant 

population and their employment.  The present report widens the 

geographical scope beyond the borough of Westminster.  Its main focus is on 

                                       
1 Local Diagnosis into the Severity and Causes of Over-qualification amongst Migrants in the 

London Borough of Westminster.  Migrants Resource Centre, London, 2012. 

‘Any aspirational company would be very blinkered 

if it simply focussed on employing UK or EU citizens.’ 

 HR manager, international mining company 
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the experiences of a range of companies in employing migrants from outside 

the EU; it counterbalances these experiences with the accounts of migrants 

themselves.  The aims of the report are: to raise awareness among employers 

of the potential for their business of employing non-EU migrants; to share 

good practice; and to consider any barriers and how they can be 

overcome. 

 

Methodology 

This is a small-scale study and does not claim to be representative, either of 

employers or of migrants.  Rather it is a snapshot of a particular – and 

particularly demanding – moment in UK employment history.   

 

Interviews were carried out, face to face or by telephone, with 

representatives of six employers, as well as one statutory careers guidance 

organisation.  An online survey was completed by eight companies.  Face to 

face or telephone interviews were held with three skilled migrants seeking 

employment and one already employed.   

 

A list of published materials consulted is included in Appendix A. 
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2 The context 

 

As the quotation above shows, migrants seeking jobs in the UK, and the 

employers considering hiring them, are affected by factors far beyond the 

match or otherwise of skills.  Generalised attitudes to immigration may play a 

part, and are reflected in official policy and legislation; but equally the jobs 

market and economic situation of the UK, the rest of the EU and the wider 

world all contribute.  In this chapter we summarise those aspects of the 2012 

context. 

 

The right to enter and to work 

Believing in (and perhaps reinforcing) anti-immigration sentiments in the 

settled population, recent governments have imposed increasing controls on 

entry to the UK and the right to work once here.  To gain the right of entry, 

would-be migrants from outside the EU have to accumulate points (eg for 

educational qualifications and work experience) and to qualify under one of 

five headings or tiers.  One of these tiers, for low-skilled workers filling 

temporary shortages, is now closed; another, for exceptional talent, has been 

severely restricted.  This leaves skilled workers sponsored by a UK employer, 

foreign students and some very limited categories of temporary worker.   In 

addition, there are restrictions on applying for Indefinite Leave to Remain (the 

right to stay without a time limit); and since April 2012 overseas students 

‘I went to Spain to study for a PhD in Business 

Administration.  I worked for two years as Sales Co-

ordinator for a Colombian company there, then I was 

made redundant.  My husband, who is an EU citizen, 

lost his job at the same time.  The situation is very bad in 

Spain, so in March 2011 we came to the UK.’ 

Colombian experienced administrator 
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graduating from UK universities no longer have the right to move into 

employment.   

 

The result of these increasingly restrictive policies is controversial.  The 

Economist, hardly a left-wing journal, recently complained that they were 

‘crippling business and stifling the economy,’ and accused the Home 

Secretary of squeezing out ‘migrant workers and students – the very people 

who are most likely to boost Britain’s economy.’ 2  Universities, which rely 

heavily on the higher fees paid by overseas students, as well as their later 

contribution as researchers and lecturers, complain that talented applicants 

are deterred by UK policies and are going elsewhere. 3  

 

Given popular feeling as expressed by the press, however, none of these 

policies seem likely to be changed in the near future. 

 

The UK jobs market 

The Office of National Statistics gives the unemployment rate at September 

2012 as 7.8%, a fall of 0.1% on the previous quarter.  However, a recent report 

by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation claims that only a ‘willingness among 

workers to do fewer hours is keeping unemployment in check.’ 4   1.4 million 

people, the report finds, are working part-time but seeking full-time work; and 

what employment there is, is predominantly low-paid, with 4.4 million jobs 

paying less than £7 per hour.  17% of those seeking work are graduates. 

 

A further survey5 shows 8.6% of 2011 graduates unemployed after six months, 

and 14.7% of those employed working as bar staff, waiters, sales assistants 

and in other similar roles. 

 

                                       
2 The Tories’ Barmiest Policy.  The Economist, 20 October 2012 
3  Valentine, R: The Making of Queen Mary, University of London. QMUL, forthcoming 
4 Aldridge, H., et al: Monitoring Poverty & Social Exclusion 2012.  Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation, 2012 
5 What Do Employers Want?  HECSU, 2012 
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In these circumstances, skilled migrants are competing with UK nationals with 

similar skills not only for professional jobs, but for minimum-wage work and 

even for high-quality volunteer placements, which are rightly seen as a step 

towards employment.   

 

The jobs market in Southern Europe 

The impact of the global economic crisis on Southern European countries is 

well-documented. In the third quarter of 2012, unemployment in Spain 

reached 25%; in Greece, it had reached that figure in July.  Migration from 

these countries into Northern Europe is understandably high, and as EU 

citizens these migrants are free to move to other member countries.   

 

MRC, along with other agencies assisting migrants, has seen an increase in 

numbers not only of Spanish nationals, but of Latin Americans of Spanish 

descent who have exercised their right to enter and work in Spain.  Some of 

these have lived for some time in Spain; others, like one of our migrant 

interviewees, left their country of origin because of the shortage of work 

there, only to be affected a second time.  Some of these twofold migrants 

have EU passports; others are married to EU citizens or have entered the UK 

under other rules.   
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3 The experiences of employers 

 

The online survey 

A range of employers known to MRC or to the author of this report were 

asked to complete a brief online survey; eight responded. A detailed 

breakdown of responses is attached at Appendix B.   

 

In contrast to the employers interviewed (see below), the majority completing 

the survey were not-for-profit organisations, three in healthcare, two charities, 

and a former quango now run as a trust.  The only identified private sector 

company was a firm of architects.  Most required professional qualifications: 

civil engineering, architecture, nursing and other healthcare professions.  One 

charity focussed on skills rather than qualifications: customer-focused admin, 

and skills in work with young people and elders.   

 

Only one respondent had never employed migrants from outside the EU.  The 

chosen explanation was that the company had had applicants, but that 

they had not been suitable.  This organisation required civil engineering skills, 

and states later that validation of qualifications would help.  It is not clear 

from the responses whether the unsuitability of applicants related to the lack 

of recognised qualifications, or to other criteria.  (This organisation also 

provided one of the interviews, detailed below). 

 

The remaining seven respondents all currently employed migrants in a skilled 

professional role, matching their qualifications or experience.  One, a charity, 

also employed migrants in their own profession but at a lower level.  Three 

‘If they have the right skills, it’s more damaging to 

overlook them.’ 

    Recruitment manager, market research company 
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employers stated that they had been very satisfied with the experience, and 

three reasonably satisfied; none said they had been disappointed. 

 

Two employers answered our question If you do employ non-EU migrants, 

what would you say to another employer thinking of doing so?   

 

One said simply: 

If they meet the criteria set out in the person specification, employ 

them. 

 

The second gave a more detailed answer: 

There are significant benefits of employing non-EU migrants, however 

recruiting managers need support in understanding right to work 

legislation when making decisions to appoint, and both migrant 

workers and line managers need support to help migrant workers 

realise their potential by making use of under utilised skills. 

 

Another respondent added a comment: 

The biggest issue has been around language – it is so much easier for 

non-EU migrants to get a job if their English is good, both written and 

verbal. 

 

The one respondent who did not employ migrants highlighted two factors 

that might convince the company to do so:  

 hearing about another employer’s positive experience; and 

 validation of qualifications by a relevant professional body. 

 

It is hard to know how representative these results are.  The sample is very 

small, and self-selecting; employers familiar with the issue may have been 

more motivated to complete the survey.  The predominance of not-for-profit 

organisations will also have an effect, given that these are the most likely to 

have established equal opportunity recruitment procedures.  Nevertheless, as 

a glimpse into the experiences of these employers, the survey offers some 
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significant information.  Most required professional qualifications, and did 

employ migrants at an appropriate level; though one (in healthcare) also 

employed some at a lower level within their profession.  Overall levels of 

satisfaction with migrant employees were high; one might wonder whether 

the same employers are equally very or reasonably satisfied with the 

performance of their indigenous staff. 

 

The concerns expressed by one respondent about the complexities of right to 

work legislation are echoed by some of the employers we interviewed, as 

well as, increasingly, business journalists and employer organisations.   Our 

conclusions are set out in section 6 of this report. 

 

The employer interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Six organisations took part in telephone interviews for this report: their work is 

in healthcare, mining, retail clothing, market research and physical 

infrastructure (two companies).  In each case a senior manager in charge of 

recruitment or a recruitment professional was interviewed.   

 

No applicants 

Only one organisation had not employed non-EU migrants.  The Canal and 

River Trust (formerly British Waterways) employs around 2,000 people across 

the country; the Trust’s Head Office is in Milton Keynes.  Staff work in civil 

engineering, environmental protection, heritage, travel and tourism and 

fisheries, as well as marketing, finance etc.   

‘I’d always advocate giving a chance to migrants.  

People given a chance do appreciate it and do 

accomplish a lot.’ 

 Recruitment specialist, high-street retailer 
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The Trust explains that migrants simply have not applied for jobs.  If they did, 

there would be no problem in principle, since it is an equal opportunities 

employer.  The Trust advertises all posts in the relevant professional and 

recruitment media; our interviewee notes that they rarely have Black or Asian 

British applicants either. 

 

For engineering posts, the Trust requires Chartered membership of the Institute 

of Civil Engineers.  People who have qualified abroad would need to apply 

to the Institute for their qualifications to be recognised; this involves 

demonstrating competences at a suitable level in given areas of work.  The 

interviewee felt that between someone who had gone through this route, 

and someone already chartered, the latter would be more likely to be 

appointed, unless the migrant had some additional specialist expertise. 

 

If migrants have not applied for paid work, a few have for volunteer 

placements; but for these, demand far exceeds supply.  A civil engineer from 

a West African country had applied for one such placement.  He was turned 

down because he did not have the right to work (in paid employment), and 

the Trust felt that they would be preventing someone who did have the right 

from moving towards employment.  One migrant who was accepted as a 

volunteer was a Russian student; but there was no suitable job to offer him at 

the end of his placement. 

 

The graduate recruiter 

Ipsos Mori is a leading market research company, with offices in London, 

Manchester, Belfast and Edinburgh.  It has around 1,300 full-time equivalent 

posts.   Almost all its recruitment is through a graduate scheme, which 

attracts 700 – 800 applicants a year.  The company prefers to promote up to 

senior level from its one-time graduate recruits, rather than searching outside.  

Applicants must have at least an Upper Second degree from a Russell Group 

university to be considered.  The company’s assessment day looks for skills in 



Migrants Resource Centre 
REALISE 

20 

 
analysis, interpretation and presentation of data, and numerical and verbal 

reasoning, as well as confidence and leadership potential. 

 

Ipsos Mori has many migrant applicants through this scheme, and has 

recruited large numbers.  However, from 2012 it has encountered problems.  

In April 2012 the Post-Study Work scheme, which allowed overseas graduates 

to move on to work in the UK, was closed; graduates are expected to return 

to their home country.  This year the company has had to turn down a 

number of highly skilled applicants for this reason.   

 

‘We are missing out on talent,’ we were told.  ‘These are individuals 

who have come to the UK because we have some of the best 

universities in the world.  As overseas students they have paid a great 

deal to study here. They are intelligent, qualified, motivated – a 

fantastic resource that is being wasted.’  (A similar point is made in the 

Economist article of October 2012 cited in Chapter 2). 

 

The international nature of the company’s work makes the recruitment of 

migrants highly desirable: they are felt to contribute a particular insight to its 

projects, and are aware of the characteristics of markets in their country of 

origin.  Ipsos Mori would recommend any company if in doubt to look at the 

skills the migrant is bringing.  ‘If they have the right skills, it’s more damaging to 

overlook them.’ 

 

The entry-level recruiters 

One of our interviewees is an HR recruitment specialist, currently working for a 

major high-street clothing retailer, and previously for a large infrastructure 

company6.  Both these firms had a pattern of recruiting numbers of migrants, 

mainly to entry-level posts, from which many were promoted.    

 

                                       
6 We have been asked not to name the companies involved. 
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The infrastructure company had had a positive experience of recruiting 

migrants, when a number of Eastern European countries first joined the EU.   In 

general they were taken on in the lowest grade jobs, such as truck driving.  

Czech and Polish employees in particular were seen to be highly motivated 

and hard-working, and they progressed quickly from the entry-level roles up 

through the organisation.   

 

The company had a strict policy in relation to migrants: no-one could be 

taken on unless their immigration status was clear.  In practice this meant that 

not only undocumented migrants and those awaiting a decision were 

excluded; even indefinite leave to remain (which puts no time limit on the 

right to stay, but can in principle be revoked) was considered too insecure for 

the company to invest in recruiting and training.  This policy was likely to 

severely limit the numbers of non-EU migrants employed. 

 

The high-street retailer prides itself on retaining and promoting its staff.  It 

employs migrants, especially from India, Pakistan and Eastern Europe.  Most 

start in shop-floor roles, but the chances of promotion are good: we were 

given the example of a migrant woman who had begun as a supervisor in 

one of the stores, but was now a senior manager.  The company regards 

migrants in general as good, reliable employees. 

 

Overseas experience matters less than UK experience: though this could 

mean an unpaid work placement.  The emphasis was on knowing how UK 

companies function and what they expect of employees; a reference from a 

UK employer was also essential.  The interviewee pointed out that retail 

experience in another country could mean something very different, and 

often could not be verified.  Overseas qualifications are not verified, unless 

there is a shortage of suitable qualified local people: in the current job 

market, we were told, the company would not spend time on this if there was 

a simpler solution.   
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Like many large companies, this one uses psychometric testing in the 

recruitment process.  Our interviewee felt that this created a barrier for 

people whose first language was not English, and that ideally they would 

take the tests in their own language.  The process and the thinking behind it 

are, she felt, often alien to non-Europeans.  Even for more traditional 

recruitment methods, she had found some migrants unsure of the system: 

selection interviews, for example, may not be used in the country of origin, 

and they may not know how they are expected to behave at interview. 

 

The NHS Trust 

Kings College Hospital NHS Foundation Trust is based in South East London; it 

primarily serves the Inner London boroughs of Southwark, Lambeth and 

Lewisham.  The Trust has a total staffing of 7,600, in clinical roles (medicine, 

dentistry, nursing and allied professions), management and administration, 

and other support roles including maintenance of the estate. 

 

The Trust both recruits migrants already in the UK, 

and also sponsors some to come from abroad where 

there is a national or local shortage in a specialist 

skill.  An example is theatre nurses; these are junior or 

mid-range posts, but hard to recruit to in London.  A 

& E specialist doctors have also been recruited from 

abroad.  Where clinical staff are sponsored to enter 

the UK, the relevant professional bodies will validate 

overseas qualifications and consider competences.  

In some cases the professional body will ask for a 

transition period, and the Trust will arrange a three-

month course to enable the newly arrived staff to 

adapt to working in the NHS and to the Trust’s 

systems and procedures.  The Trust provides both local (departmental) and 

corporate induction, as well as a dedicated website for new staff, and feels 

that it supports them in adapting working in the organisation. 

The diversity of the 

workforce – 

representing most 

parts of the globe – 

is seen as a 

strength in a 

number of ways.  It 

reflects the diversity 

of the local 

population, and 

brings in new ideas 

and techniques.   
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Migrants already in the country may be recruited from another Trust, or from 

a local post; but the Trust does not insist on previous UK experience, and for 

many this is their first UK job.  A few who have not been approved by the 

professional body apply for posts below their level of qualification, but this is a 

small proportion of those employed. 

 

The diversity of the workforce – representing most parts of the globe – is seen 

as a strength in a number of ways.  It reflects the diversity of the local 

population, and brings in new ideas and techniques.  As an example, our 

interviewee cited the number of cases of stabbing or shooting presenting at 

A & E: a reflection of some of the problems of its catchment area.  Some 

overseas doctors have had considerable experience 

of dealing with this type of injury in their own country, 

and have brought invaluable expertise to a difficult 

area of work.  Others have contributed particular skills 

in research or medical education.  The Trust has built 

up considerable experience in managing diversity; this 

includes handling occasional cultural differences 

between staff and patients (eg where a patient finds 

a doctor’s manner abrupt).   

 

Overall, the Trust has a high opinion of its migrant staff 

from outside the EU.  It reports a strong work ethic, and 

a high level of motivation from people who have been 

willing to uproot themselves and their families to work 

here.  In addition, like many NHS Trusts, Kings is trying to 

reduce its reliance on agency staff.  Agency fees are 

a drain on budgets; moreover, the high turnover limits continuity of patient 

care.  The recruitment of skilled, motivated, permanent staff from a wider 

pool has helped keep costs down and standards up. 

 

Kings NHS Trust 

reports a strong 

work ethic, and a 

high level of 

motivation from 

migrants.  The 

recruitment of 
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permanent staff 

from a wider pool 

has also helped 

keep costs down 

and standards up. 
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The multinational 

Rio Tinto is a multinational mining company, with 75,000 employees across the 

world.  In the UK several hundred are employed in smelting and logistics, with 

400 at the corporate office in London.  As well as mining operations and 

production, the company uses professionals in a range of support roles: 

finance, business development, marketing, external affairs etc.  For non-

mining jobs, experience in the industry is not essential, but is considered 

desirable, given the complexity of the operation. 

 

With targets for recruiting local staff wherever possible, Rio Tinto is used to a 

multinational workforce.  10% of staff recruited in London in the past eighteen 

months have been migrants already based in the UK, from within and 

beyond the EU.  Where specialist skills are needed, Rio Tinto will consider 

bringing staff from anywhere in the world; but it would rather not have to 

engage in the extended process of arranging visas.   

 

For Rio Tinto, employing migrants is a no-brainer.  'Any aspirational company 

would be very blinkered if it simply focussed on employing people from the 

UK or EU, just because it didn't want the hassle.  The benefit to the company is 

cultural diversity – diversity of experience as well as ethnicity. It enables us to 

make decisions based on different perspectives.  The richness that comes 

with that is a big positive.' 
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4 The experiences of migrants 

 

We interviewed four migrants, from Chile, Colombia, Russia and the former 

Yugoslavia, as well as a careers advisor.  Three of the migrants were clients of 

MRC, and looking for work; the fourth was one of the HR professionals 

interviewed in Chapter 37.  We begin with her story. 

 

In employment 

Alina came to the UK from the former Yugoslavia in 2001, to marry the man 

she'd been separated from by the war.  Her higher education had been 

equally disrupted.  She had worked as an interpreter and project co-

ordinator for a transnational organisation specialising in conflict resolution, 

and for an aid agency.   

 

'I just thought, I've got to start from scratch, and get some qualification that's 

understandable to people here.'  She began as a volunteer in the HR 

department of a large aid organisation; after several months she was taken 

on in a part-time job, and later full-time.  She gained professional 

qualifications from the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development 

and the British Psychological Society.  Since qualifying she has specialised in 

recruitment, working in voluntary sector and commercial organisations.  She is 

also reading for an Open University degree. 

 

                                       
7 Names of all four have been changed, 

'This is such a multicultural city, and some 

companies really are multicultural, but some are 

really closed.  I want to say migrants don't bite.' 

Russian finance manager 
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As a recruiter as well as a migrant, Alina feels strongly that diversity helps 

organisations.  'As a foreigner you have different perspectives on things and 

business can benefit from it as well as you as an individual.'  Her 

understanding of cultural difference has been helpful in her recruitment role.  

There have been some setbacks: 'Having an accent can be a disadvantage.  

You do come across people who have a problem with migrants, who are 

small-minded and patronising.'  Nevertheless she has made a successful 

career. 

 

 

The business administrator 

Nuria has a degree in Business Administration from a university in Colombia; it 

was a five year course.  On graduating she worked, still in Colombia, for a 

Spanish business school that was recruiting Latin American students to study 

in Spain.  Having seen the possibilities, she herself moved to Spain in 2008, to 

read for a PhD, still in Business Administration.  After two years, however, the 

university altered its requirements (to comply with the EU-wide Bologna 

system), and she was unable to find a supervisor for her thesis.  Soon 

afterwards, she was made redundant from the sales management post that 

was financing her studies; her husband, an EU citizen, lost his job at the same 

time.  Like many young people from Spain, they came to the UK to look for 

work.   

 

Nuria was highly literate in English, having used English-language materials for 

her PhD thesis, but not confident in speaking.  She took ESOL classes, but 

meantime: 

 

'I worked as a nanny for a while.  I applied to Starbucks but I didn't 

have my visa then.  I applied online to Pret-a-Manger and heard 

nothing, then I contacted them and was told they have lots of 

applicants, I'd have to wait.  I applied to be a hotel receptionist but 

they said no because I had no experience in London.' 
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MRC found her a four-month work placement in an English-speaking 

environment, as a project assistant.  Here at last she was using her 

professional skills.  'If they said do a budget, I knew how to do it.  And I was 

learning the professional vocabulary, and the telephone etiquette.  I said OK, 

bye,' (she says it fast) 'at the end of a call, and they said to me that sounds 

rude, you have to say by-ye' (drawn out, with rising intonation).  'It's important, 

and I wouldn't have known it.' 

 

MRC put Nuria in touch with a professional coach.  'The coach said focus on 

what you really want to do.  Here the jobs are all much more specialised than 

at home.  So I decided I wanted contact with people, that's what I like.  I 

found a course in Medical Administration at Lambeth College.  They said I 

needed Level 2 in English' (she is studying for Level 1) 'but I pleaded with them 

and they took me on.  I have to do a placement in the NHS, before the exam 

in February.  Tomorrow I've got an interview at a GP surgery.  There are lots of 

admin jobs in the NHS.  So I could start in a low level job and work up.  Maybe 

later I'll do an MA as well.'  (She was accepted for the GP placement). 

 

 

The civil engineer 

Gerardo qualified as a civil engineer in Chile in 1983: his diploma is rated by 

NARIC8 as NVQ4+.  He joined a construction company in 1995, and stayed 

there, for the last ten years as partner, until the shortage of work drove him 

abroad.  He came first to Spain, then, having rediscovered an Irish 

grandmother and thus an EU passport, to Ireland.  The financial crisis there 

brought him to the UK in November 2010. 

 

'When I came here I thought I'd find a job straight away.'  Instead he found 

himself cleaning offices.  'It was a whole year wasted.  The work was boring 

and I learned no English, because my colleagues were all Spanish-speakers.'  

                                       
8
 UK National Recognition Information Centre 
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For nine months he lived in a Salvation Army hostel.  They gave him advice, 

and found him some training – 'but it was all very basic, painting, carpentry.' 

 

Gerardo's experience of looking for work in his own field has not been good.  

'I've applied for work with about ten building firms.  They don't even reply.  If 

they said Thank you, unfortunately we are not appointing you because… 

then I'd be happy.  But nothing.  I had an interview for one job.  They were 

paying £15,000 – for an engineer! - and there were twelve of us being 

interviewed.  We had to do a test, it was easy, the job was easy.  That was in 

July, and I've heard nothing' (in November). 

 

Now Gerardo is trying a different tack.  He is taking a course on starting a 

business.  His idea is to go into partnership with someone with less experience 

but better English than his.  At the same time, he knows that even a brief work 

placement would help him.  'What I need is just one contact.  Someone in an 

engineering or construction firm, who could give me two months' work 

experience, so I could understand how things work here, and learn the 

specialist vocabulary  If I worked with them for just three hours a day, the rest 

of the time I could spend taking it in, making sure I understood.  And that 

would give me experience in the UK.' 

 

 

The finance manager 

Natalia arrived in the UK in July 2010, from St Petersburg.  She has an MSc and 

PhD in Economics, with first-class honours at both levels.  In Russia an 

economics degree includes substantial modules in business studies and 

finance.  She worked as finance manager for the finance committee of the 

city of St Petersburg, and lectured in finance and banking at the State 

University of Engineering and Economics. 

 

For her first year in London, Natalia was employed by a Russian mining 

consultancy, with the specific remit of overseeing the financial aspects of 
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closing the London branch.  When it closed and her contract ended, she 

realised she needed first to improve her English.  She worked for six months as 

the leader of a fundraising team contracted to the Red Cross.  It was, she 

says, unskilled work; but she did become more fluent in the language.  

Working long days – 7.00 am to 8.00 pm – there was no time to study. 

 

'When you move to another country, you see yourself in a lower 

position.  It destroys your confidence a little bit.  You're like a child 

learning how to speak and how to behave.  You need to learn how to 

communicate in the new culture.  The mentality is different.' 

 

Natalia has joined the ACCA9 as a student member, and is working to 

requalify.  She chose this over NARIC because it has better recognition.  She 

has two or three job interviews.  At present she is applying for jobs at a much 

lower level – payroll, purchase ledger; but the disadvantage is that there is 

greater competition, and she has been told she is overqualified. Like 

Gerardo, she would like to get a few months' work experience with a good 

employer.  'I just need the first step, an introduction into a company.' 

 

The careers advisor 

CALAT10 provides adult education and careers advice in the London Borough 

of Croydon; it is part of Croydon Council.  Many of its users are migrants.  They 

come to the office for help with job search and CV writing, as well as ESOL 

and other classes.  CALAT's contract with the National Careers Service only 

allows it to work with users for three sessions; Francoise Gayle, the manager, 

believes that migrants need more: more detailed careers advice, as well as 

work placements 

 

A very small percentage of the migrants CALAT sees have the chance to use 

any overseas qualification.  We were given the example of a man who was a 

bank manager at home, and his wife a teacher.  She did manage to get a 

                                       
9 Association of Chartered Certified Accountants 
10 Croydon Adult Learning and Training 

mailto:CALAT@s
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teaching job, but the other side of London; he became conductor on a train.  

'People have to earn money.'  The couple also had to find her travel costs, 

and to manage childcare given their working hours and absences. 

 

It is, Francoise says, an important culture shift for many migrants to deal with 

the application process in the UK.  Personal statements, the need to 

demonstrate specific skills – these are often unfamiliar, and the problem is 

exacerbated by low confidence.  In addition, though academic 

qualifications can be verified, there is no similar process for technical skills. 

 

Better co-ordination between agencies would serve both migrants and the 

agencies well.  One user came to CALAT after the job centre had told her to 

write a CV, having failed to recognise that she was not literate in her own 

language, let alone English.   
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5 The Economic Impact of Migration 

 

This chapter offers a brief summary of existing research on the impact of 

migrants on the UK labour market. 

 

The received view in this country, expressed by politicians of most parties as 

well as the popular press, is that migrants ‘take our jobs,’ and that therefore 

migration has to be cut at all costs.  The Economist article quoted in Chapter 

2 claims that 62% of British people believe this, compared to a European 

average of 45%; 75% of Britons also believe that migrants put too much 

pressure on public services.  Given this longstanding belief, researchers have 

been keen to assess whether it is matched by reality. 

 

The first point to make is that research on the present (2012) economic 

situation and the contribution of migration is not yet available.  Failing that, it 

seems important to start with basic principles:   

If the skills of migrants and existing workers are substitutes, immigration 

can be expected to increase competition in the labour market and 

drive down wages in the short run...  If, on the other hand, the skills of 

migrant workers are complementary to those of existing workers, all 

workers experience increased productivity which can be expected to 

lead to a rise in the wages of existing workers.11 

 

This distinction goes some way to explaining the different attitudes to the 

employment of migrants at the top and bottom ends of the labour market.  A 

2009 study12found that 30% of graduate recruits in London were born 

overseas; in some City companies another study found up to 50%.13 At that 

time, business leaders had been successful in arguing that the skills of these 

migrants could not be found in the existing workforce.  (The government has 

                                       
11 Ruhs M & Vargas-Silva C.: The Labour Market Effects of Immigration.  The Migration 

Observatory, 2012. 
12 LSE: London’s Place in the UK Economy, 2009-10.  2009 
13 Dawson et al: Graduate Skills and recruitment in the City.  City of London, 2006 
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now tightened the criteria for Tier 1 migration, from highly skilled to 

exceptional talent, and removed the Post-Study Work scheme that allowed 

firms to recruit overseas students when they graduated.  The assumption was 

presumably that these migrant workers were in fact substituting for rather 

than complementing UK applicants). 

 

At the low-paid end of the job market, migrants have traditionally taken jobs 

that it was believed the indigenous population would refuse, because of low 

pay, poor conditions, or the lack of opportunity.  More of these minimum-

wage (or worse) jobs have been created by the subcontracting of what 

were once in-house statutory services, such as cleaning and the care of the 

vulnerable.  In London especially, low pay together with high housing and 

transport costs create a problem for anyone trying to bring up a family.  

Many migrants are young and single and don’t intend to stay here 

permanently; because of this they may tolerate conditions that are 

unacceptable to the settled population.   

 

If this suggests that immigration does keep pay and conditions down, 

research has found it to be partly true.  Successive studies have shown that 

higher-paid workers gain from an increase in the number of migrants, while 

the low-paid lose.  The same impact is shown in levels of employment: 

employment opportunities for those with A-levels or above increase, while 

those with lower educational qualifications lose out.   

 

One further factor is left out of most of the debate.  Migrants are not only 

competing for employment; they are also consumers of goods and services, 

and thus in principle contribute to demand and to potential future 

employment in meeting that demand.   
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6 Conclusions and recommendations 

 

Conclusions 

This report sets out to explore the experiences of employers in recruiting and 

retaining migrant staff from outside the EU.  The sample is small and self-

selecting, and we do not claim it as representative.  Nevertheless, we have 

gathered information that we feel may be enlightening to employers, 

agencies working with migrants and other stakeholders. 

 

No employer stated an in-principle unwillingness to employ migrants.  Only 

one had never done so, saying that migrants had never applied.  There are 

no obvious reasons for this.  There is considerable experience in the UK of 

ways to attract a broader range of applicants, which may be relevant. 

 

Those organisations that employ migrants were all enthusiastic about the 

results, citing strong motivation, a match between a diverse workforce and 

the local community, the benefit of new perspectives and specific cultural 

awareness, and specialist skills or experience.  There was also a simpler 

message: you employ the best person for the job, regardless of background.   

 

Within this consensus, we found different approaches.  Some employers 

expected to recruit migrants to entry-level jobs, below their skill level, but offer 

career progression.  For these, overseas qualifications and experience were 

less important than experience of working in the UK, in whatever capacity.  

The emphasis there is on familiarity with the UK work culture: how the 

employee relates to colleagues, superiors and clients.  These firms are unlikely 

to engage with processes of validation of qualifications.  It could be argued 

that this approach reflects a prevailing British pragmatism, privileging the 

practical over the intellectual. 

 

Where a professional qualification is essential, employers rely on recognition 

by UK professional bodies, so that the validation process is at a distance.  
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Once there is recognition, however, migrants are likely to be employed at 

their skill level. 

 

We found several factors that could become barriers to employment for 

migrants.  The first is the recruitment process.  UK procedures of application, 

shortlisting and interview may not be familiar. It is essential for migrants to 

understand them and to master an appropriate tone in, for example, the 

personal statement on an application form.  This can be learnt.  More 

complex is the area of psychometric testing, which not only is culturally 

specific, but inevitably favours those speaking English as a first language.   

 

The requirement of some employers that migrants have previous UK 

experience appears to be a catch-22.  In fact it may be less than that, since 

unpaid work placements may be accepted.  There is however increasing 

competition even for these placements, not least from unemployed UK 

graduates. 

 

The next potential barrier lies in the immigration system, and in attitudes to it.  

Somewhat against our expectations, no employer said that uncertainty 

about immigration status deterred them from employing migrants.  There was 

frustration with the complexity and slowness of the system of obtaining visas 

or work permits, with the result that at least one employer would only recruit 

someone who needed this if there was no easier option.  The abolition of the 

Post-Study Work scheme appeared to another firm (as well as to outside 

commentators) as a waste of an excellent resource.   

 

More concerning in the context of this report was the reluctance of one 

organisation to employ anyone without a permanent immigration status.  

While it is understandable that employers might be reluctant to take on 

someone who could be required to leave very soon, there is no evidence 

that people with Indefinite Leave to Remain come into this category, and 

Discretionary Leave, normally granted for three years, can be renewed.   A 
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blanket ban effectively rules out all but EU migrants and those who have 

been in the UK long enough to get citizenship.    

 

The final barrier is of course the present economic situation, in the UK and 

beyond.  Non-EU migrants are competing even for entry-level jobs with EU 

migrants and with UK graduates, who are equally competing with local 

unemployed people without qualifications.  As our migrant interviews 

suggest, in this environment migrants need to be persistent, focussed and 

highly motivated to get even a first opportunity to use their skills. 

 

Research on the impact of migration on job prospects shows that the 

employment of skilled migrants at their level of skill benefits the workforce, 

while increased competition at the lower end may depress pay and 

conditions.  This is of course an argument for the UK to make best use of the 

many highly educated, skilled and motivated migrants who have come here.  

It is our hope that more and more employers realise this. 

 

Recommendations 

1 Employers that currently don’t employ skilled non-EU migrants are 

encouraged to take note of the positive experiences of their peers. 

 

2 Those that have no applications from migrants may wish to 

consider the methods successfully used by equal opportunity 

employers to widen their appeal. 

 

3 Employers are strongly encouraged to offer work placements to 

skilled migrants within their field of expertise, both as a potentially 

profitable addition to their own workforce, and as a contribution to 

their sector as a whole.  
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4 Employers maintaining a blanket ban on the recruitment of 

people without a permanent right of residence may wish to reconsider, 

on the basis of the reality of the immigration system and the skilled 

workers they are missing. 

 

5 Organisations assisting migrants into work need to remain in 

contact with a range of employers, to ensure that they know what 

recruitment processes are in use and prepare their clients accordingly.  

In particular, they are encouraged to introduce the concept of 

psychometric testing and to offer practice in it. 

 

6 Employers and agencies should campaign for changes in the 

immigration system where this appears to deprive the UK of skilled 

migrants who might contribute to the economy. 
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APPENDIX B 

THE ONLINE SURVEY 

 

1. What is the nature of your business? 

 healthcare provision       1 

 community healthcare       1 

 charity         2 

 canals & rivers        1 

 healthcare         1 

 architecture         1 

 did not answer        1 

 

2. What are the main skills needed in your workforce? 

 qualified healthcare professionals     1 

 healthcare – nurses, therapists etc     1 

 customer-focussed admin, working with young people 

 & elders skills set        1 

 civil engineering        1 

 degree level nursing       1 

 varied         1 

 architects         1 

 did not answer        1 

 

3. Do you currently employ any non-EU migrants? 

 yes:          7 

 no:          1 

 

4. If NO, have you ever employed non-EU migrants? 

 yes:          1 

 no:          1 

 did not answer        6 
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5. If you said NO to questions 3 & 4, is it because: 

 you haven’t had any applications from non-EU migrants? 0 

 you have had applicants, but they haven’t been suitable? 1 

 you were worried about their right to work?    0 

 you weren’t sure if their qualifications were valid?   0 

 any other reason?        0 

 did not answer        7 

 

6. If you DO employ non-EU migrants, are they working: 

 in a skilled professional role, matching their qualifications/ 

 experience?        7 

 in the same profession as their qualifications/experience, 

 but at a lower level?       1 

 in a professional role not related to their qualifications/ 

 experience?            0 

 in an unskilled role?           0 

 did not answer        1 

 

7. If you DO employ non-EU migrants, have you generally been: 

 very satisfied with their performance?    3 

 reasonably satisfied?       3 

 disappointed?        0 

 did not answer        2 

8. If you DO employ non-EU migrants, what would you say to another 

employer thinking of doing so?  

If they meet the criteria set out in the person specification, employ 

them. 

 

There are significant benefits of employing non-EU migrants, however 

recruiting managers need support in understanding right to work 

legislation when making decisions to appoint, and both migrant 

workers and line managers need support to help migrant workers 

realise their potential by making use of under utilised skills. 
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did not answer        6 

 

9. If you DON’T employ non-EU migrants, what would convince you to do 

so? 

 hearing about another employer’s positive experience  1 

 validation of qualifications by a relevant professional  

 body          1 

 a referral from a job training project     0 

 clear information about who has the right to work   0 

 did not answer        7 

 

10. Anything else you’d like to tell us: 

The biggest issue has been around language – it is so much easier for 

non-EU migrants to get a job if their English is good, both written and 

verbal. 

did not answer        7 

 

      



 


