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The POISE project was  funded through the EQUAL 

Community Initiative Programme of the European 

Social Fund.  EQUAL aimed to test new ways of 

tackling discrimination and inequality in the 

European workforce.  It was intended to have an 

impact on policy at both a national and European 

level.    

The project’s name embodies its aspiration: 

Promoting Opportunities for Inclusion in Social 

care Employment.  It was delivered through a 

Development Partnership that comprised four 

agencies: ARC (NI), North & West Belfast Health & 

Social Services Trust (now part of Belfast Health 

and Social Care Trust), Positive Futures and Ulster 

Community and Hospitals Health and Social 

Services Trust (now part of South Eastern Health 

and Social Care Trust).

Leading up to, and throughout the POISE Project, 

employers have reported difficulties in attracting 

sufficient numbers of staff to basic grade, support 

worker positions.  In the worst cases this has 

placed undue pressure on existing staff.  It has led 

to gaps in services and has had a negative impact 

on the availability of new services for people with 

learning disabilities.  To address these workforce 

shortages, it is necessary to investigate new sources 

of labour.  Through the POISE project, research was 

undertaken into male recruitment (McConkey and 

Simpson, 2008) and this identified ways of changing 

the gender imbalance in the current workforce.

Another source of untapped employees is the 

increasing number of migrant workers coming 

to Northern Ireland.  During the POISE project, 

member agencies reported rising numbers of 

applications from non-UK nationals.  Similarly, 

other parts of the UK and the Republic of Ireland 

have seen increased employment of migrant 

workers in the health and social care workforce, 

albeit with some tensions and new challenges for 

employers.  It is important that migrant workers, 

particularly those from the EU Accession Countries, 

have equality of opportunity in both accessing and 

retaining employment within social care agencies 

in Northern Ireland.  However, little systematic 

research has been undertaken within learning 

disability services, in particular, as to how this 

might be achieved. 

The overall goal of the research was to document 

good practice in the recruitment, selection and 

retention of migrant workers, especially in learning 

disability services but also to the wider social care 

workforce.  Three strands of work were undertaken. 

1. To document the extent of migrant working 

in the UK, and Northern Ireland in general, but 

also within social services in particular, and to 

identify the factors found in previous studies 

that contribute to the positive inclusion of 

migrant workers.  

2. To chart the experiences of service managers 

and migrant workers who have attained posts 

within learning disability and other services 

in Northern Ireland.  This would help with 

identifying particular measures that promote 

the recruitment and retention of migrant 

workers to this field of work. 

3. To create a guide for employers on good 

practices in relation to migrant workers.  This 

would encourage greater consideration of this 

option and increase the likelihood of successful 

outcomes.

Foreword
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The report is presented in three sections.  It is 

aimed primarily at managers working in social care 

services and is seen as a working document in the 

sense that as practice in this area evolves, further 

information will be added through time.   

As Northern Ireland becomes more multi-cultural, 

it is not just the workforce that is changing but 

also the people using services.  Hence some of the 

messages contained in this report may also assist 

services adjust to a multi-ethnic clientele.  Indeed, 

this is another rationale for the recruitment of 

staff from other cultures.  We hope that it is useful 

in supporting managers and HR professionals in 

their efforts to develop a diverse and effective 

workforce.

Siobhan Bogues 

Chair:  

POISE Development Partnership  

Project Board.  



New Horizons: POISE ProjectNew Horizons: POISE Project 5

Overview 

The first part of this review summarises the 

situation in the United Kingdom.  Part 2 

concentrates on data available for Northern Ireland.  

Part 3 summarises the implications for health and 

social care employment in Northern Ireland.  

Part 1: Situation in the United 
Kingdom

In recent years, the United Kingdom and the 

Republic of Ireland have seen considerable 

increases in the number of migrant workers, and 

in particular, from EU accession countries1.  Data 

quoted by the European Commission show that 

there are growing incidence of non-nationals in 

the populations of the UK and Ireland.  In 2005, for 

example, an estimated 7.5% of the working age 

population of Ireland were non-nationals and the 

figure for the UK was 6.2%.  

In 2005/06 the number of migrants registering 

for employment (through National Insurance 

allocations) in the UK as a whole was 562,200.  

Among these, there tended to be more males 

(55%) than females (45%), and 83% were under 35 

years of age. 

However, the rate at which new migrants are 

arriving appears to be slowing, with an estimated 

30,000 fewer migrant workers arriving in the 

second half of 2007 than 2006. This trend of 

“fewer in and more out” is set to become more 

pronounced in coming months and years (Institute 

for Public Policy Research, 2007), especially from 

other EU countries.  The main reasons given for this 

are (Pollard et al, 2008):

•  Development within sending countries  

– economic reasons for coming to the UK will 

reduce as the economies in the new member 

states improve.  Ireland provides a good example 

of this phenomena with many Irish people 

returning from overseas during the 1990s.

•  Diversion to alternative destinations – as 

other EU countries reduce their restrictions on 

migrant workers, the options will widen for 

workers to seek employment closer to home.

•  Demographic changes in sending countries 

– given the declining birth rates from the 1980s 

onwards in most European counties, the likely 

pool of young emigrants will contract. 

•  Devaluation of the pound sterling against 

local currencies – in 2008, the pound had fallen 

by around one quarter relative to the Polish 

Zloty since early 2004.  Such falls in currency 

values increase the incentives for people 

to return home and act as a disincentive to 

recruitment. 

Pollard et al (2008) conclude that arrivals from EU 

accession countries will start to fall consistently 

over the next few years with the total numbers 

remaining constant or falling as migrants return 

home or go elsewhere.  However, immigration 

from non-EU countries, especially those with low 

incomes, are less likely to be affected by these 

factors.

1: Migrant workers in health and social 
care services: a review of the literature

1 These are Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia (sometimes referred to as the 

A8 countries) which joined the EU in 2004.  Bulgaria and Romania have been added subsequently.
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Views of employers 

Research by COMPAS (the Centre for Migration, 

Policy and Society)2 at Oxford University and by 

Highlands and Islands Enterprise (2005) in Scotland 

has covered the views of employers to migrant 

labour.  Employers gave a number of reasons for 

recruiting migrant workers, the key ones being:

•  Labour shortages:  Migrants are seen as filling 

gaps left in occupations and sectors where 

it is difficult to attract sufficient indigenous 

labour, either because wages are unattractive 

(especially in relation to benefit levels) or 

working conditions are poor.  The fact that many 

migrant workers are engaged in low level (and 

low pay) occupations bear this out.

•  Skills shortages:  This reason is not quoted as 

often by employers but in some sectors (for 

example health) there are known shortages of 

certain skills amongst locally available workers 

and in these circumstances employers look to 

migrant workers to fill this gap. 

•  Cost:  There is some indication that employers 

are attracted to migrant workers because wage 

costs rarely exceed those of indigenous workers 

and overall they can be lower.

•  Attitude to work:  Many employers report that 

migrant workers tend to demonstrate a positive 

attitude to work which helps them in business 

terms.

Migrant workers

Various studies have examined the main issues that 

face migrant workers, many of which are beyond 

employment.  These include:

• Access to information, advice and services. 

• Access to health care.

• Accommodation issues – housing conditions; 

overcrowding; accommodation for families. 

• Access to English language classes.

• Availability of community support and cultural 

activity. 

• Employment issues – poor pay, excessive 

charges for accommodation and overcrowding, 

risks of deception and exploitation. 

• Transport from rural employment locations.

• Harassment and racism.

• Access to schooling for children.

Health and social care employment3 

It is estimated that more than 100,000 care 

assistants and home care workers – some 16% 

of the registered workforce – are born overseas.   

Indeed, data from the 2006 Office for National 

Statistics annual population survey suggests that 

68% of care workers in London were born overseas.

The same survey indicates that Zimbabwe provides 

the highest percentage of the non-UK born social 

care workforce (12%), followed by the Philippines 

(10%), Ghana (7%), Poland (7%), Germany (6%), 

Nigeria (6%), India (5%), Jamaica (3%) and the Irish 

Republic (3%).

 

2 http://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/index.html
3 This information is largely drawn from an article by Mark Gould published in the Guardian, March 2008.
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Data from the Worker Registration Scheme (WRS) 

suggests that 12,610 applicants between May 2004 

and June 2006 registered as care assistants and 

home carers – the eighth most popular career for 

migrants from the “A8” countries of Eastern Europe 

that joined the EU in 2004.  The largest group of 

those working in health and medical services was 

from Poland (62%), followed by Lithuanians (14%). 

However, the proportion of non-UK born workers 

varies greatly across jobs in the health and social 

care sectors from a low of 2% for playgroup leaders 

and assistants to a high of 19% for social workers 

and child-minders (see Figure 1). 

Police checks

In the UK, police checks are an essential 

requirement for employment with vulnerable 

groups.  Recently this issue has received 

attention in the national press.  The Recruitment 

and Employment Confederation stated that 

employment agencies wanted the Government 

to take urgent steps to ensure that the Criminal 

Records Bureau (England/Wales), Disclosure 

Scotland and Access Northern Ireland could gain 

access to police records in other countries. An EU 

directive requiring each member state to establish 

a central officer for information-sharing on criminal 

records was agreed in 2005.  This directive does 

not address the issue of checks on migrants from 

countries outside the EU.  While Britain receives 

some conviction details from EU countries, the 

Criminal Records Bureau admits that coverage 

is patchy.  It advises foreign workers to seek 

certificates of good behaviour, but within the care 

industry it is privately admitted that many people 

are working without full checks. 

Figure1:  Percentage of workforce that is non-UK born in different health and social care jobs
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Benefits to home countries

There is a growing recognition that migrant 

workers will continue to form an important part of 

the social care workforce in the UK and that this will 

bring benefits for their countries of origin as well 

as for the host country.  For example, their home 

countries benefit from remittance income, from 

inward investment by relatives working overseas 

and, if migrants return, from accumulated skills and 

capital (Sriskandarajah (2005).  

In the UK, Skills for Care and Development and 

ARC, alongside a range of transnational partners, 

are undertaking a pilot project in formulating a 

European Care Certificate (ECC).  The ECC aims to 

address gaps in the fast growing care sector and 

promote workers’ mobility across Europe, establish 

a comparable base for frontline care staff across 

Europe and provide an accessible and transferable 

certificate for workers and employers.  It is seen 

as a basic entry certificate in the care sector that 

hopefully will become recognised and accepted 

across Europe.  The ECC will provide employers 

with evidence that the holder of the certificate 

understands the basic knowledge required to 

work safely in the care sector.  It will cover the 

knowledge for workers starting out in the care 

sector and could be delivered through work-based 

training, a single short course or as part of a larger 

and/or longer course.

Future demand for social care services

There is growing demand for social care in UK as in 

other European countries.  Hence there is not only 

a demand for more services but the way in which 

care services are delivered needs to change and it 

is beginning to change.  Although there are various 

policy drivers – ‘Our health, our care, our say’ 

(Department of Health, 2006) possibly being the 

most well known – most important are the needs 

of the people receiving care.  These needs are not 

insignificant in the UK as reported by Skills for Care 

and Development (2007). 

• 17.5 million adults (60%) report a chronic health 

problem. 

• 8.8 million adults have a long-term illness that 

severely limits their day-to-day ability to cope. 

• By 2026 the number of people aged over 85 will 

have increased by two thirds, compared to a 

10% growth in the overall population. 

• The number of people with a cognitive 

impairment (e.g. dementia) is predicted to 

increase from 461,100 in 1998 to 765,000 in 

2031.

•  The number of people with a severe learning 

disability is likely to increase by between 1 and 

2% per year for the next 15 years.

• By 2025 there is a predicted rise of 53% in the 

number of older people needing some social 

care and an increase of 54% in those who have a 

high level need for services. 
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Part 2: Situation in Northern 
Ireland4 

The 2001 Census of Population showed that 

fewer than 27,000 people (less than 2% of the 

population) living in Northern Ireland were born 

outside the UK or the Republic of Ireland.  However, 

since then, the number of migrant workers in NI 

has shown a dramatic rise in the past few years 

as civil strife decreased.  This coincided with the 

expansion of the European Union in 2004 to 

include a number of Eastern European countries. 

Latest figures for 2004-05 show highest net 

immigration (+6,700) recorded in recent times. 

From May 2004 to December 2006, more than 

21,000 workers applied under the Worker 

Registration Scheme (WRS) in NI: this equates to 

more than 20 applications per 1,000 of the working 

age population in NI – a considerably higher rate 

than for the UK as a whole (15 migrant workers 

per 1,000) and higher than England, Scotland or 

Wales.  This suggests that migrant workers are 

proportionally more important to the NI economy 

than they are nationally.

A report commissioned by Belfast City Council 

(Jarman and Byrne, 2007) estimated that the 

minimum number of working migrants who have 

arrived in Belfast between April 2004 and March 

2006 was 4,224 people; representing around 20% 

of the migrant population from Northern Ireland 

which is much lower than the figures for towns 

such as Cookstown, Dungannon and Ballymena.   

These are likely to be conservative estimates and 

when other possible indicators of migration are 

used, the Belfast numbers increase to over 7,500 

persons of which the largest proportion are Polish 

and Slovak (around 30%) followed by Indian (8%), 

Chinese (5%), Filipino (5%) and a variety of other 

nationalities. 

Nearly a third of all jobs taken by migrant 

workers in NI (and just over a third in the UK) are 

in Administration, Business and Management 

Services, which is easily the single most important 

occupational group in both jurisdictions.  However, 

after that the picture changes somewhat: in the 

UK as a whole, this group is followed by Hospitality 

and Catering (20%) and Agriculture (11%) whereas 

in NI these two groups account for only 10% and 

6% respectively.  In NI, the next most important 

groups are Manufacturing (17% of all Eastern 

European employment – compared to 7% for 

the UK as a whole); and Food Processing (13% 

compared to 5% for the UK).  Thus the three groups 

of Administration, Hospitality and Food Processing 

have accounted together for six out of ten migrant 

(A8) jobs in NI since 2004.  

Health and social care employment is not reported 

separately in NI data.  Hence  accurate information 

on the number of migrant workers in the health 

sector is not available.  In January 2005 there were 

812 overseas nurses employed by the various 

health trusts across Northern Ireland and Jarman 

and Byrne (2007) claim that these numbers do not 

4 The first part of this review draws upon the following publication: Rogers, D. (2007) Article 14: Migrant Workers: Impacts 

on the Northern Ireland Labour Market and Employers.  In Skills and the Northern Ireland Labour Market. Belfast, DETI. 



New Horizons: POISE Project10 New Horizons: POISE Project

appear to have increased significantly since this 

time. The majority of the nursing staff has been 

recruited from the Philippines and India.  However, 

they do note that the number of workers in 

auxiliary grades is not known but that anecdotal 

evidence suggests that a growing number of 

new migrants, from a wider range of countries, 

are working in the health sector, either directly 

for a local health trust, for a private company 

servicing the NHS or for a private health company.  

Many of the overseas health care staff have been 

recruited via recruitment agencies in their home 

countries and there has been a notable growth in 

the number of recruitment agencies in Northern 

Ireland offering this service (RCN 2003). 

Earnings

There is no data available for earnings of migrant 

workers in NI, but from UK WRS data, four out of 

five A8 migrants were earning between £4.50 and 

£5.99 per hour, which confirms they are largely 

in low paid employment.  However, a NI survey 

undertaken for the Centre for Conflict Research 

(2004) found that at present, most migrant 

workers are at either the bottom or top ends of 

the occupational hierarchy. It would appear that it 

is relatively difficult for migrant workers to obtain 

middle level jobs, unless they are actively recruited 

by means of the work permit scheme. 

The destination of migrant workers is not even 

across NI.  The biggest net recipients were 

Dungannon and Craigavon District Councils (DC), 

with around 1,000 net international immigrants. 

Together with Newry and Mourne DCs, these 

accounted for more than half of net immigration 

to NI.  Indeed, overall one-year population growth 

in Dungannon, Craigavon and Banbridge DCs was 

between 1.8% and 2.9% which needs to be set 

against historic NI annual growth levels of around 

0.5%.  

As in Great Britain, nearly two thirds of the net 

immigrants were male and the vast majority were 

aged under 35.

Employers

The most recent data published by the Department 

of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI, 2006) 

show that employment in NI is at historically record 

high levels, with more than three-quarters of a 

million people in work and an employment rate 

approaching 70%.  NI has a lower unemployment 

rate than either the UK or EU average rates (most 

recent figures at the time of writing show an ILO 

unemployment rate of 4.2%, very low by historical 

standards).  Earnings are lower than the UK average 

but are growing by over 5% per year, faster than 

in the UK as a whole.  Hence there is a growing 

dependency in certain sectors on migrant workers 

to maintain services and business growth. 

The Skills Strategy for the Republic of Ireland, 

“acknowledged that the skills profile of immigrant 

workers in Ireland in the recent past has exceeded 

that of the resident population... (and) that 

migrants are operating in occupations below that 

which one would expect, given their educational 

profile”.  Although there are no definitive data for 

NI, a survey of migrant jobseekers in Jobs and 

Benefits Offices suggested that the occupations 

of many migrants in their home countries were in 

many instances at higher skill levels than jobs they 

were doing (or seeking) here.  This suggests that 

there is a pool of untapped talent available to NI 

– should these workers decide to stay. 
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The Equality Commission for NI has produced 

a series of publications relating to migrant 

workers.  ‘The Good Practice Guide on Promoting 

Equality of Opportunity’ is principally intended 

to provide employers with practical guidance on 

how best to comply with their responsibilities 

under Northern Ireland’s anti-discrimination laws 

regarding their treatment of migrant workers. 

However, more generally, it may also serve as a 

guide for employers regarding their treatment of 

job applicants and employees from different ethnic 

groups, regardless of whether those persons are 

migrant workers or not.  Guides relating to racism 

are also available aimed at workers (see Section 3).  

Issues for migrant workers

A report published by the Institute for Conflict 

Research (2004) on migrant workers in Northern 

Ireland identified the difficulties faced by 

migrant workers.  Some of these are due to a 

lack of information, for example in relation to 

obtaining National Insurance numbers, poor 

working conditions, and their relationships with 

recruitment agencies.  Other issues included a lack 

of recognition of existing qualifications or poor 

training. 

Most migrant workers lived in rented 

accommodation and a number of interviewees 

had experienced problems regarding housing, 

particularly if their home was supplied by their 

employer.  In such cases leaving a job also meant 

finding a new home. 

Some people had also experienced harassment 

related to their housing situation, while others 

had experienced racism and harassment in the 

workplace and in the street.  Experiences of 

harassment were the main reasons for those 

migrants who were interviewed to have had 

contact with the police. 

Other statutory agencies that migrant workers 

had commonly engaged with were the Housing 

Executive, Social Security Agency, the health 

service and the education system.  Each of the 

bodies had made some acknowledgement of the 

existence of migrant workers as an emergent and 

distinctive category of client/customer and had 

begun to adapt systems in response.

The report noted that all kinds of migrant 

workers may experience verbal abuse, including 

white Europeans.  As outsiders to Northern 

Ireland, migrant workers are perceived as ‘Other’.  

Furthermore, migrant workers can suffer sectarian 

harassment because of their perceived religious 

affiliation.  A study by Betts and Hamilton (2006) of 

the experiences of racism among health service 

workers indicated that 70% of a sample of 275 

people had experienced some form of racist 

harassment outside of their work environment 

(50% had experienced racist abuse, 37% had 

a missile thrown at them 14% had their home 

attacked), while 50% had experienced racist 

harassment in their place of work.  This includes 

racism from a wide range of people: 53% reported 

that colleagues had been racist; 45% said patients 

they were treating had been racist and 18% 

accused a manager or supervisor (as quoted by 

Jarman and Byrne, 2007).   

Also a study of attitudes and prejudices towards 

minority communities in countries across Europe 
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by Borooah and Mangan (2007)5 has asserted that 

people in Northern Ireland are among the most 

bigoted in the western world.  This risk needs to be 

addressed by employers and the wider community. 

Public attitudes to migrant workers

In 2006, the Department for Employment and 

Learning commissioned an omnibus survey of over 

1,200 informants from across NI on their attitudes 

to migrant workers.  Some of the key findings were: 

• 49% of respondents come into contact with 

migrant workers either daily or once or twice a 

week;

• 52% of respondents feel that government 

should place more restrictions on migrant 

workers;

• 24% of respondents think that Northern Ireland 

people were very prejudiced towards migrant 

workers. However, only 3% of respondents 

consider themselves to be very prejudiced 

– although 28% describe themselves as ‘a little 

prejudiced’.

• 49% of respondents agree or strongly agree that 

migrant workers are generally good for the local 

economy;

• 76% of respondents think that migrant workers 

mostly take up jobs local workers don’t want;

• 45% of respondents feel that migrant workers 

take jobs away from people who were born in 

Northern Ireland;

• 59% of respondents agree or strongly agree that 

migrant workers are more hard working than 

local workers;

• 63% of respondents feel that the number of 

migrant workers coming to Northern Ireland 

puts a strain on services;

• 85% of respondents agree that migrant workers 

are prepared to work for lower wages than local 

workers.

This represents a mix of views but one that may be 

changing over time, although comparative data is 

not as yet available.  Equally it is unclear the extent 

to which these respondents had contact with the 

migrant community.  Often in attitude surveys of 

this kind, those with contact hold more favourable 

attitudes than those who have had no contact. 

Differing needs of workers

Jarman and Byrne (2007) identified three broad 

categories of migrant workers residing in Belfast.  

Although based largely on anecdotal evidence it 

helps to identify the broad needs and interests of 

the new migrant population. 

1. Short-term migrants:  People who have 

travelled on their own, leaving families behind, 

and with the intention of working in Belfast for 

a maximum of two years.  They appear to have 

little interest in integrating within the wider 

society and see their presence as transitory.

2. Medium-term migrants:  People who have 

travelled on their own, leaving their families 

behind, with the aim of working in Belfast for an 

undetermined period of years.  They intend to 

return home to work in their own country, but 

are likely to embrace the local culture and learn 

5 Borooah, V. and Mangan, J. (2007) Love thy neighbour: How Much Bigotry is there in Western Countries? www.

publicaffairs.ulster.ac.uk/podcasts/Bigotry.pdf 
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the English language.  This will assist their ability 

to integrate into Northern Irish society, but will 

also benefit them when they return home.

3. Long-term migrants:  These are migrants who 

move to Belfast with their family.  They enrol 

their children in school, have long term goals of 

owning their own home and wish to integrate 

into society.  This group’s needs and interests 

are very different from the previous two as they 

have long term ambitions to settle in Northern 

Ireland.  The long-term migrants might well 

form the core of more formalised new minority 

communities and may therefore be more 

interested in working in partnership with 

organisations that aim to assist in integration. 

Given the relatively low pay in the social care 

workforce, it is more likely that it will attract 

applicants from the first two categories of migrant 

workers.  Indeed, employers may recognise this and 

hence be reluctant to recruit staff who are likely to 

leave in a short period.  Conversely, employers may 

need to offer improved career prospects if they 

wish to retain their migrant workers and make it 

economically viable for them to bring their families 

to Northern Ireland.

It has been suggested that the key period for 

making a decision about returning home or 

building a life in the new country or location is 

two years.  In the first two years an individual’s 

relationship with the new home is still relatively 

temporary, but after two years they become more 

established and it becomes more difficult to uproot 

and return home. 

Health and social care workforce

In September 2005, the ‘Health and Social Work’ 

workforce in Northern Ireland totalled 110,780 

persons (DHSSPS, 2005).  As Figure 2 shows 

the bulk of these posts were held by part-time 

female workers or full-time female workers.   

Proportionately more males were employed in full-

time posts than in part-time posts (i.e. three times 

as many). 

However, the latest review of workforce planning 

for social services undertaken in 2006 by DHSSPS 

(2006) makes no mention of migrant workers or 

issues relating to their employment.  

Figure 2:  The Proportion of Males and Females in 

the NI Health and Social Work Workforce (Source: 

NI Census of Employment, 2005, NISRA, 2006).
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A survey of 450 staff employed in learning 

disability services in the Greater Belfast Area 

identified 9 migrant workers (2%) with most 

coming from Asia (McConkey and Simpson, 2008).  

The five males and four females were aged mostly 

under 40 years of age and they were employed in 

a range of posts from Level 1 to Level 3, mostly in 

full-time permanent posts.  Five had come to their 

present post from working in another social care 

job; three from a non-care job and one from being 

a fulltime home-maker.  Six had worked for five 

or more years in the care sector and two for more 

than two years.   

As part of the POISE project a series of pre-

recruitment training programmes were held for 

prospective applicants under the theme of ‘Care to 

Make a Difference’.  Fuller details are given in the 

final report of the Project (McConkey, 2008).  

In all, 192 persons attended these programmes of 

which 13 (7%) were from migrant countries – six 

were black African, three Indian and four from 

mixed ethnic backgrounds.  Most of the migrants 

were male (80%) and aged under 40 years (80%).  

Over one half were single or divorced.  Around 

three-quarters completed the training programme; 

a similar proportion to local applicants. 

This data suggests that small numbers of migrant 

workers are attracted to social care work although 

the proportion attending pre-recruitment training 

is higher than the 2% reported in a survey of 

present employees as noted above. 

The NI Skills Monitoring Survey (2005) identified 

the skill gaps within various industrial sectors of 

Northern Ireland.  A skill gap was reported of 14% 

in the Health and Social Care workforce – up by 1% 

from 2002. 

Among the possible solutions proposed by 

employers were: 

• Increase/expand trainee programme.

• Reallocate work within the company.

• Increase recruitment.

• Expand recruitment channels.

Hence the recruitment of migrant workers offers 

one solution to the skill gap in the NI workforce 

that some predict will be widened in future years, 

given the demographics of the local population, 

with more older and fewer younger persons.
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Part 3:  Implications for services

A number of conclusions emerge from this review 

in relation to employing migrant workers within 

social care services in Northern Ireland. 

• The demand for social care staff will rise in the 

coming years.  Given the different age structure 

of the NI population, this increase may lag 

a little behind Great Britain but it will be in 

advance of that experienced by the Republic of 

Ireland.   

• The bulk of the jobs in social care services ( i.e. 

75% of jobs in learning disability services) tend 

to be low pay hence they may prove difficult 

to fill in future by relying on local labour.  As 

has happened elsewhere in areas with zero 

unemployment such as London, employers 

come to rely on migrant workers. 

• The profile of workers seeking employment 

from other countries (males under 35 years) 

does not fit the typical profile of the social care 

workforce with its reliance on part-time female 

workers.  Nonetheless there are positions in 

social care that are particularly suited to male 

employees if the terms and conditions are 

attractive. 

• There are indications that the number of 

migrant workers may drop in future years, 

especially from EU countries, for example 

as job opportunities increase in their home 

countries.  This could mean that more 

proactive recruitment strategies are required to 

encourage their relocation to Northern Ireland. 

• Employers have to expend greater efforts in 

the recruitment and induction of migrant 

staff, notably in relation to language and 

communication, cultural orientation and issues 

around settling into a new country.  Word of 

mouth from existing migrant employees seems 

an effective way of informing other migrants 

about job vacancies and the nature of the work. 

• To date there seems to be limited experience in 

employing migrant workers in social care work 

within Northern Ireland as they have tended to 

seek employment in other sectors.  Information 

and advice on employment of migrants should 

be provided to social care employers and 

although this is becoming available, as yet it 

may not be well known.  

• Migrant workers also face difficulties in taking 

up social care positions.  Language and 

communication appear to be central issues.  The 

attitudes of co-workers and service-users may 

not be initially positive and they are at risk of 

racial abuse and racist practices.  Employers will 

need to provide extra assistance and support to 

them and co-workers.  

• Retaining migrant workers within the workforce 

can be a challenge.  Access to training, gaining 

qualifications and attaining promotion need 

to tailored to the particular needs of migrant 

workers. 
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2: Migrant Workers and Learning 
Disability Services

Overview 

This section reports the findings of research 

undertaken in Northern Ireland into migrant 

workers in learning disability services.  However, 

it was not possible to ascertain the number of 

services currently employing migrant workers 

or the number of such staff currently employed 

in these services, as no central record is held 

containing this information.  Hence a more 

qualitative research strategy was adopted.

Part 1 summarises the views and experiences 

of 16 service managers obtained through self-

completion questionnaires.  This data was 

supplemented by information obtained at three 

meetings of service managers and by telephone 

interviews conducted with seven agencies 

who had not employed migrant workers.  Part 

2 presents the views of nine migrant workers 

from various countries who were working mostly 

in support worker posts (NVQ Level 1 or 2).  A 

concluding part identifies the main issues that 

employers need to consider.

Part 1: The views of managers

Sample

A self-completion questionnaire was widely 

circulated to services throughout Northern Ireland 

using personal contacts and  the mailing list of 

ARC (NI) – an umbrella organisation for service 

providers in learning disability.  In all, 17 replies 

were received either in written form (N=13) or 

through completing it on-line (N=4).   Informants 

were either service managers (N=14) or HR 

personnel (N=3).  Ten respondents worked in 

voluntary agencies, three were private providers,  

two in HSC trusts, one came from a Housing 

Association and another from an employment and 

recruitment agency.  Fifteen respondents provided 

services to people with a learning disability 

(including autism) and two were services for older 

persons.  Most respondents (N=15) provided 

supported accommodation but responses were 

also received from a day service manager and 

community services. 

All but one of the respondents (N=15) currently 

had a migrant worker 6 on their staff in the past 

two years.  The average number was six (range 1 

to 20).  In addition, two respondents had recruited 

volunteer workers from a range of countries (nearly 

200 in all).  Three services (19%) employed staff 

only on short-term contracts; seven (44%) only on 

permanent contracts and six (37%) had a mix of 

both.

Seven services (44%) employed only EU workers, 

two (12%) had non-EU staff and seven had a mix 

of both (44%).  These staff were most commonly 

employed in NVQ Level 2 support roles (N=12: 75% 

of services) followed by NVQ Level 1 posts (N=10 

services: 68%) then NVQ Level  3 (N=4: 25%) and 

managerial posts (N=4: 25%).  In addition, two 

services employed migrant workers as nurses and 

one in laundry and housekeeping roles.  In all, nine 

services (56%) had all the staff at the one grade 

6 The United Nations Definition was used:  “a person who is engaged or has been engaged in remunerated activity in a 

State of which he or she is not a national”. 



New Horizons: POISE Project18 New Horizons: POISE Project

(either NVQ Level 1 or Level 2) but seven (44%) 

had staff at two or more grades with four services 

(25%) employing staff at all four grades from Level 

1 through to management. 

In summary, the sample although small seems 

to reflect a diversity of work settings in which  

migrant personnel are employed.  Thematic 

content analysis was used to summarise the 

responses obtained.  Code numbers are used to 

identify each respondent quoted. 

Reactions to employing migrant 
workers

Overall, respondents named more benefits than 

drawbacks to employing migrant workers.  Among 

the benefits mentioned were their caring nature 

and a good work ethic: they are reliable and hard 

working. 

Positive approach to work.  Time-keeping good and 

sets example.  High standards of care.  Open and 

honest approach, people are not in a rut and don’t talk 

about others.  Brings good diversity to work team.  (12)

Good attendance and no sickness in comparison to 

local workers.  Would perceive an overall good work 

ethic.  (4)

More practically, they were seen as filling staffing 

gaps and address shortages, such as nursing, or a 

willingness to work unsocial hours.  They relate well 

to other staff. 

The majority of our migrant workers are male which 

has been helpful for the ratio of male/female staff 

members and service users.  (13)

Migrant staff meet a definite gap in the workforce 

that the organisation would have extreme difficulty 

in addressing.  Definitely an improvement in staff 

retention and although at times team relations have 

been challenging, they are generally good. Good work 

ethic and generally migrant staff have a caring nature 

and commitment to the role.  (16) 

Other benefits included a willingness to live in; to 

work on short-term contracts; gaining access to a 

wider pool of workers; flexibility; and the creation 

of a diverse workforce. 

It is great that now so many places have employed 

migrant workers, as this is a great way to widen 

people’s views and outlook.  (17)

Ongoing difficulties

In all, six respondents (37%) mentioned ongoing 

difficulties they experienced.  Language was the 

most commonly mentioned and this included the 

jargon used in various documents and service 

policies. 

English jargon, e.g. in induction packs, LDAF, etc. 

is too difficult for them even though they may be 

performing well in these areas.  (10) 

Cultural differences were also mentioned, both 

within migrant subgroups as well as with local 

nationals.  

We have had difficulties with some people from very 

different cultures who just could not change their 

ways and had to be asked to leave, (see 10), or could 

not get used to the culture they moved into and 

decided to leave.  (17)
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Culture differences within ethnic groups, i.e. the caste 

system in India, which has carried through to NI and 

the workplace.  (16)  

These cultural differences are also seen to be at the 

root of some mis-interpretations around language 

and what the person meant.  

Visa issues were also mentioned. 

Visa problems, especially for people you have grown 

to depend on. Sometimes they just have to go back 

and there is nothing you can do.  (17)

Restrictive visas for non-EU workers when the person 

is good and wants to stay longer – some visas refused.  

(10)

One respondent noted that migrant workers were 

less able to ‘think outside of the box’, another 

mention lack of police checks in certain countries 

and a third felt that existing staff managers (usually 

with two or more years) complained they were put 

upon through having to train staff on the cheap.  

However, this respondent went on to note: 

At ward level (their talent eventually shows) of the 

14 we employed as agency hospital workers nine are 

now employed by the NHS – after all the guffawing at 

the start!

Finally, one person commented: 

The organisation has some evidence of workers 

returning to home countries as living conditions 

improve.  They currently employ one Polish nurse, on 

a temporary contract, who travels to Northern Ireland 

to work for agreed periods.  However, a significant 

number of non-EU staff apply for permanent 

residency as soon as they are eligible; i.e. after five 

years.  (16)

Reactions of others, staff and service-users

Respondents were also asked to describe how 

co-workers and service-users reacted to migrant 

workers (NB. Resources did not permit these groups 

to be included in the research but further studies 

might do this). 

The reactions of service-users were largely 

positive although problems with language and 

misunderstandings did arise.  

We have had a very positive attitude displayed by 

people we support but that may be due partly to 

the fact that one of them is from an ethnic minority 

background so these issues have been prevalent in 

our service since its inception.  (9)

At the beginning (service-users) didn’t want migrant 

workers but through time they have come to having 

no problem.  (1)

Clients are interested in them and their background 

but find poor English or comprehension difficult 

and don’t like them speaking languages other than 

English.  Usually positive.  (10) 

Whenever there have been negative reactions it 

may have been because a service user might have 

been misunderstood, or because a foreign language 

has been spoken in their presence.  Again, extra 

supervision might be needed here.  (17)
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Some respondents did report certain difficulties 

with older persons in particular:

Would be an issue with some individuals and how 

their illness impacts.  Isolated cases of service users 

refusing care from migrant staff.  (4)

We’ve had mixed reactions. Some clients find 

communication difficult and with older clients 

especially, there have been some instances of 

inappropriate language towards staff.  (16)

One person also commented on relationships with 

family members of the service user:

Family members are aware of the importance of 

keeping staff more focused on standards of care. 

Service users have named worker and this has led to 

the development of good relations between staff and 

family members.  (16)

The reactions of co-workers were also broadly 

positive although particular mention was made of 

the need to ensure that only English is spoken at 

work. 

Existing staff have generally been welcoming and 

understanding.  Integrated in work team but stated a 

sense that migrant workers in the service don’t seem 

to integrate as full on a social level (i.e. out of work).  

(4) 

When there is a majority of workers from a particular 

language group it is important to stress that only 

English is to be spoken while at work!  Other workers 

may feel left out when confronted by a group of people 

speaking a foreign language in their presence.  (17)

Existing staff also needed to be more patient and 

take time to explain the work to new recruits, 

and they should be given some insight into other 

cultures.

Other staff have to explain all work in more depth 

and slowly.  Give support for longer.  (1) 

People may need to have some insight into different 

cultures – suggestion.  (12)

Other respondents referred to what they called 

‘minor difficulties’ that were easily sorted.

Migrant staff (particularly nurses) are also responsible 

for supervising careworkers from NI. There have 

been some minor difficulties that have been resolved 

through management and general policies.  (16)

In sum  then, respondents painted a broadly 

positive picture of employing migrant workers 

although they did stress the impact that a lack of 

language fluency can have on their performance 

and relationships with service users and co-

workers. 

Recruiting migrant workers 

Respondents reported a number of methods they 

used to recruit applications from migrant workers 

although a number stated that they made no 

particular effort to recruit from this sector:

• Good website and internet applications.

• Being linked into a worldwide (voluntary) 

organisation.

• Clear equal opportunities statement.
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• Local press and job markets.

• Link with local language college – attract 

students who have come to NI to learn English.

• Offering a range of hours, duties and work 

locations.

• Good terms and conditions.

• Experience can lead to professional training in 

nursing or social work. 

However, several respondents mentioned ‘word-

of-mouth’ from current or past migrant employees 

telling others. The reputation of the organisation 

was also thought to be important in this respect. 

Local press advertising and word-of-mouth within 

the community of  (name of organisation) being a fair 

employer.  (9) 

The most crucial element in the selection of 

suitable staff was their understanding and use of 

English.  This was expressed in various ways:

We have, in the past carried, out telephone interviews 

and this has helped to determine the level of 

understanding of prospective foreign candidates as 

regards communication levels.  (3)

The organisation has worked with the Diversity 

Works programme to look at procedures.  They would 

place a strong weighting on communication skills 

for all staff at interview.  Staff applying for work 

permits have to demonstrate competence in English, 

EU citizens don’t although some have completed 

language training.  However, the organisation places 

importance not just on language, but how it is 

applied in the workplace. 

At interview they would ask about scenarios and 

score on how the question is answered.  (16)

Have translators at interview (to ensure the person 

understands the questions).  (8) 

All short-listed  applicants for support workers (basic 

level) must pass numeracy and literacy regardless of 

being a migrant worker.  (18)

Respondents also emphasised the importance 

of ascertaining the applicants’ motivation and 

aptitude for care work. 

Always try and ascertain that they come because 

they have a motivation to do care work, and not 

because they need to leave their country and have 

an excuse to have a visa and do not care what they 

do!  Whenever such a person comes the placement is 

usually a disaster!  (17)

Staff who visit the centre pre-interview have a better 

advantage as they have visually seen and been told 

types of programmes which go on.  (12)

Most of the non-national staff have partners who’re 

nurses in local nursing homes so therefore they have 

an understanding of care.  (13)

The organisation tries to provide as much information 

about the role.  It has used a recruitment agency in 

the past but direct advertising also works.  (16)

Respondents were keen to stress that they used 

the same procedures as for nationals.
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References; good use of English, experience and 

visible enthusiasm.  (9)

A caring attitude.  Strong values in relation to service-

users.  Good time keeping  A determination to learn.   

(12)

I sit on interview panels quite regularly and have 

appointed a number of people from different 

backgrounds as I find people interesting and those 

who show determination to understand the job and 

demonstrate good values and attitudes deserve a 

chance.  (12) 

Few respondents used any additional selection 

criteria:

We decided to require basic English skills at 

application because it was too costly in resources, 

time, etc. to allow them to take English lessons here 

(in work time) and this didn’t actually achieve results. 

(10)

Used language tests when interviewing abroad.  (7)

No, but would be seeking good English use at 

interview due to the communication issues many of 

the people we support would experience.  (9)

Not so far, but we are considering it.  (17)

However, one respondent highlighted compliance 

with NI Social Care Council Induction Standards. 

It will be interesting ensuring that all newly employed 

staff members will need to complete the NISCC 

induction standards.  Some of our migrant workers 

have very good spoken English but would be less 

confident with written English.  (13)

Induction

When it came to the induction of migrant workers, 

respondents stressed two things – taking extra care 

to ensure they have understood the job and the 

provision of a mentor or buddy. 

Speak clearly and concisely when explaining rules 

and regulations pertaining to posts and have new 

staff shadow experienced staff for several shifts before 

taking up the shifts themselves.  (3) 

Time to understand information – induction takes a 

lot longer.  (5)

They cannot be left unsupervised for quite a while as 

they say they understand, e.g. emergency procedures 

but actually don’t.  (10)

I think it is important to place people with good role 

models so as they can clearly see what is expected 

of them in their daily work, also we have induction 

within each service  which is an opportunity for 

people to ask questions.  (12)

Overseas nurses are paired with a mentor, usually 

another worker at a similar grade who undertakes the 

role as part of their usual work.  (16)

One needs to take into account their lack of 

understanding of the language and speak slowly 

and simply.  If necessary such a person would need 

a separate tutor or mentor who can then make sure 

that what has been taught is understood.  (17)
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Other suggestions were given to assist migrant 

workers settle into their work and broader living 

situation.

The organisation also provides support regarding 

securing housing, opening bank accounts, registering 

with doctors, etc.  The organisation states it takes 

a holistic approach to inducting staff and that 

there is evidence that it has a beneficial impact on 

the retention of staff.  Specifically, they will provide 

standard letters for a wide range of official purposes, 

banks, schools; whatever is needed.  (16)

Part of the induction focuses on service users’  illness 

and how that presents as behaviour.  There have 

been incidents regarding inappropriate comments 

regarding colour and ethnicity.  The manager would 

place additional emphasis for migrants and ensure 

that they are aware of the support available.  (4) 

One of our senior members of staff devised a 

translation of English words particularly relevant in 

care into the Indian language spoken by our staff with 

phonetic rendering so that local staff can say both the 

English and Indian words.  (13)

Managing Diversity & Valuing Individuality training 

has been provided for all staff.  All staff attend a 

week’s essential training and further on the job 

induction at their relevant scheme. (15)

Other respondents noted the need to address 

cultural issues.

There is so much for them to orientate to, e.g. cultural 

issues as well as job specific which means the 

induction period can be quite long.  (10) 

Sometimes, in the case of male workers from 

particular cultures one might have to make it clear 

to them that in this country men do have to listen to 

women if they are in a supervisory role to them!  Also 

that they have to be polite to any woman, whatever 

their status!  While these workers are still getting 

used to culture and language they might need extra 

supervision.  (17)

Some respondents commented on the need for 

additional supervision and monitoring of their 

work, although others felt that their standard 

procedures were sufficient.  

The mentor role continues after induction, part 

of the mentor’s role is to check work is meeting 

organisational and legal standards and to provide 

support where it doesn’t.  (16)

Overall, respondents to the questionnaire had 

broadly positive experiences to share.  It could be 

that managers with less happy outcomes were 

reluctant to share this with others although they 

were given the opportunity for so doing.  Hence 

two further validation steps were undertaken; 

meetings with service managers and telephone 

interviews with non-respondents.

Meetings of service managers

As part of three pre-arranged meetings, service 

managers were asked to discuss the issue of 

employing migrant workers.  This was designed to 

validate and to supplement information obtained 

from the individual questionnaires.  The meetings 

were attended by around 15 persons and notes 

were taken by a researcher.   



New Horizons: POISE Project24 New Horizons: POISE Project

Overall, participants had little direct experience 

of employing migrant workers.  A few services 

had migrant workers through an agency on a 

very short-term basis.  Only one of the services 

represented had short-listed migrant workers but 

they did not attend interview.  Another manager 

had received applications but felt that they were 

‘blanket applications’ i.e. applicant had applied for 

a number of posts.  They were not short-listed, as 

they did not meet criteria. 

Among the issues they noted were:

• Before starting to recruit new people, services 

should go through media, publishing articles, 

talking on the radio about the shortages in the 

social care workforce as a means of building up 

public understanding of the need to employ 

migrant workers and an appreciation for their 

contribution.

• Existing staff have to be trained how to deal 

with their own prejudices and how to stand 

up for their colleague at work if they see they 

are being harassed by racial attitudes.  Migrant 

workers also have to be trained how to deal 

with the negative attitudes towards them.

• Suggestions for widening job applications were: 

to identify and work in partnership with the 

local key community groups and organisations 

to inform them about the posts; and to 

advertise in the local Polish, Lithuanian and in 

other community newspapers/magazines.

• Current application forms are not user-friendly 

and are too complicated for anyone willing to 

apply for the job.  The application form should 

be short and straightforward and include 

step-by-step guidance how to fill in this form in 

different languages.

• Access to an interpreter during the interview 

would be helpful primarily to ensure that they 

understand the questions being asked.

• Participants were aware that some services 

had engaged migrants as hotel service staff 

but generally retention was not good with 

anecdotal evidence that they had moved on to 

better paid jobs.

• General issues affecting employment that were 

difficult to manage were; language competency, 

mapping qualifications across countries, and 

the availability of police check information. 

Views of organisations who have not 
employed migrant workers

Telephone interviews were conducted with seven 

organisations who were members of ARC (NI) but 

who had not employed migrant workers.  The main 

aim was to ascertain the reasons for this and their 

thoughts regarding the implications this would 

have for them. 

The main reasons given for not appointing migrant 

staff was a lack of applications from this group 

in any of their jobs;  people not appearing for 

interview when they had been short-listed and 

difficulties in obtaining work permits for non-EU 

nationals.

I’m sorry to say we had employed only one person 

in the past two years who was not from Northern 

Ireland (they were born in Australia but had been 

living in Northern Ireland for a year before we 

employed them) and we have made no amendments 

to our Recruitment & Selection exercises to encourage 

migrant applicants.
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We haven’t employed migrant workers. But we are 

concerned about the issue and are in the process of 

developing a policy around equality of opportunity.

The issues they identified that may require 

attention in relation to this group of workers 

included: 

• The difficulty of mapping qualifications from 

one country to another.

• Assessing the quality of experience that 

applicants have when (as an employer) we are 

unfamiliar with services and the organisation of 

social care in other countries.

• The extent to which values are shared between 

cultures and countries, i.e. support and care 

mean very different things in different locations.

• Communication/language skills primarily, but 

also linked to values and the need to include 

service users and ensure they have a voice.

• Police-checking in certain countries.

Conclusions

Based on the information obtained in these studies, 

the overall employment rate of migrant workers 

in learning disability services in Northern Ireland 

seems to be low.  However, those organisations 

that have appointed staff report various benefits 

whilst also acknowledging the challenges they 

present.  Various issues relating to the employment 

of migrant workers were identified and suggestions 

given for addressing them.
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Part 2:  The views of migrant 
workers

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

seven migrant workers employed in two services 

for people with a learning disability (NB. It proved 

difficult to access staff in other services due to the 

time constraints of the project).  The interviews 

usually lasted around 30 minutes and were 

conducted in a private room in the workplace.  

Two further staff agreed to complete written 

questionnaires, as they were unable to attend for 

interview.  The aim was to identify the main issues 

facing migrant workers and their experiences of 

services.  A consensus of views quickly emerged 

and by the ninth respondent, no new themes 

had been identified.  The data was analysed using 

thematic content analysis based on written notes 

taken by the interviewer or the respondents’ text.  

The respondents came from India (N=5), Poland 

(N=2), Romania (N=1) and the Philippines (N=1).  All 

the Indian staff were employed by the same agency.  

Six were male and three were female.  They were 

mostly aged 30-39 years (N=7) with two, under 30 

years.  All had partners in Northern Ireland: five 

wives were working as nurses and one husband as 

a handyman.  Most had been in Northern Ireland 

for more than three years and seven people 

had held other jobs prior to their current work 

including working in nursing homes for the elderly 

but mostly it was entry level jobs in various other 

sectors.  Seven of the nine had previously worked 

in their home country; three in related occupations 

– social workers or in an orphanage.  Others 

worked in banking, as electricians or technicians 

and as secretary.  

Eight were employed as support workers and 

one as a senior support worker.  Most had been 

in employment for 1-2 years, although one had 

worked for less than a year and others for more 

than two years. 

They had heard about the vacancy through the Job 

Centre, an advertisement in a newspaper but also 

by word-of-mouth from a friend working in the 

organisation.  Three types of reasons were given for 

taking the job:

• They had relevant experience for the post.

• It was convenient to their home or fitted in with 

partner’s working hours.

• Provided them with experience for the future.

They had coped with the application forms and 

found the details they were sent understandable 

although they did acknowledge that people with 

poorer English might struggle.  They were generally 

satisfied with the interviews and appreciated 

having two people on the panel as they sometimes 

understood one better than the other.  Although 

they may have had to ask for questions to be 

repeated, they were given time to reply.  

They felt they had a good introduction to the job 

– training had been provided and written materials 

given to them.  However, some felt that it was a 

lot for them to take in, especially if they were less 

fluent in English and did not understand the jargon 

that was used.  No one mentioned being allocated 

a mentor or buddy which is suggested good 

practice (see Section 3). 

All expressed satisfaction with the work they were 

doing – mostly citing responses from the service-
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users as the thing they liked best about their job 

but they also appreciated the team working and the 

training programmes that were available to them.  

The main complaints they had, related to the cold 

weather in Northern Ireland but one did mention 

the laziness of other staff and another did not like 

undertaking personal hygiene with residents. 

All respondents felt that they were treated 

no differently by the service-users; any initial 

reservation seemed to be because they were new 

staff.  Co-workers were generally helpful although 

some mentioned that it took a little time to adjust 

to them; one mentioned the sense of humour 

being different.  Several spoke of the value of 

having other migrant workers on the staff who 

could act as ‘buddies’ for them.  However, one 

person did not feel they were fully a member of 

the staff team.  All spoke highly of the support they 

had received from managers. 

Outside of work, two respondents reported 

instances of name-calling and one seemed to avoid 

having any contact with local people. 

When asked what advice they would give applicants 

from their country applying for this type of work 

they noted:

• The need for good English – both spoken and 

understanding.

• The qualities needed for this work, such as 

patience. 

• An understanding of the culture differences. 

• Be prepared to learn. 

All nine respondents intended to stay in Northern 

Ireland for at least two years and seven stated they 

would continue in their present post; the other 

two hoped to find employment as social workers 

when they qualified for this profession in the UK.   

In the longer term, three felt they may return to 

their home country but if so, it was unlikely that 

they would continue in or with this type of work 

because of the poor pay and conditions in their 

home country.

Conclusions

The staff were happy in their work and had few 

suggestions to make regarding improvements.  

This may not have been the case had we been 

able to interview migrant workers who had been 

unsuccessful in obtaining jobs or who had resigned 

from them.  Future researchers may be able to track 

down such informants but we were not able to do 

so.   

In many ways the sample reflected the typical 

profile of migrant workers; more males than 

females, aged under 40 years.  However, in this 

instance, all had partners in this country and a 

number of them had relevant experience for the 

post they held.  Most had held other jobs in this 

country prior to their present work, with at least 

two transferring from similar posts in nursing 

homes for the elderly.  Only a minority were 

contemplating returning to their home country 

and most intended to settle in the UK. 

The information from managers and workers in 

this study confirms the relevance of many of the 

issues noted in wider literature to learning disability 

services in Northern Ireland and possibly elsewhere.  

They report that it has made good business sense 

to recruit migrant workers.  The next section details 

some of the implications for employers. 
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3: Guidance for Employers

Overview 

This section brings together the key messages to 

guide employers in relation to the recruitment 

and induction of migrant workers into the social 

care workforce in general and in services for 

people with a learning disability in particular.  The 

emphasis is on practical steps that will make the 

process more accessible for applicants as well as 

being more efficient and effective for employers.   

However, this section should also offer some 

re-assurance about the feasibility of recruiting 

migrant workers. 

The guidance is grouped under the main themes 

identified in the previous two sections of the 

Report and framed as a series of questions that 

employers might ask. 

1. Why should I recruit migrant 
workers?

Various reasons have been given by employers:

• They make up for a shortfall in local 

applications.

• They can fill specific shortages, for male workers 

or for staff with nursing qualifications.

• They may be willing to undertake posts that 

can prove difficult to fill, e.g. part-time, unsocial 

hours. 

• Generally they seem to have a good work ethic: 

reliable and hard-working.

• They demonstrate the service’s commitment to 

responding to diversity and equal opportunities 

and challenge managers and staff to ensure 

their practices reflect these values.

• They assist the service in responding to the 

needs of service-users from different cultural 

backgrounds which may be an increasing 

concern in future years.

Equally, employers have noted particular 

challenges to employers when they recruit workers 

from other cultures (see below).  Opinion seems 

to suggest that the time and effort involved in 

meeting these challenges is worthwhile.  Also 

they represent ‘start-up’ costs incurred when first 

embarking on this route and they can become 

established practice that in itself brings wider 

benefits to the organisation.  

2. Where can I get advice and 
assistance?

There is a great deal of information and guidance 

available to employers and to prospective migrant 

workers. 

2.1. Information for employers 

Employing Migrant Workers  

This publication produced for the construction 

industry provides an overview of the main 

considerations for employers that are applicable to 

all businesses.  It is available at:  

www.citb.co.uk/healthsafety/resources/

employingmigrantworkers.asp

Eligibility of Migrant Worker

Invest Northern Ireland have an online guide 

to assist employers in checking the eligibility of 

migrant workers.  Details at:  

http://www.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/bdotg/action/layer?

topicId=1079133778&site=191
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‘The Good Practice Guide on Promoting Equality 

of Opportunity’ is produced by the Equality 

Commission for Northern Ireland.  It is principally 

intended to provide employers with practical 

guidance on how best to comply with their 

responsibilities under Northern Ireland’s anti-

discrimination laws regarding their treatment of 

migrant workers.  Guides relating to racism are also 

available aimed at workers.  These are available at:  

http://www.equalityni.org/sections/default.

asp?cms=Publications_Race&cmsid=7_

38&id=38&secid=8

Guide for Unions 

The TUC have produced a useful workbook for 

unions and employers that provides exhaustive 

information on the reasons for migration; and 

on migrant workers, their status, their rights, the 

typical problems they encounter and how unions 

can respond (TUC, 2002). Details are at:  

http://www.tuc.org.uk/publications

Skills for Care and Development  

They have a Guidebook for managers looking to 

employ overseas social care staff.  It is available at:   

www.newtypesofworker.co.uk/download.

asp?file=SFC_NoLimits_overseas_guidebook.pdf

Ethical Issues and Code of Practice 

Department of Health introduced an update Code 

of Practice for the international recruitment of 

healthcare  professionals in 2004 and the Scottish 

Executive produced a similar document in 2006. 

Details are at:  

http://www.nhsemployers.org/primary/workforce-

551.cfm

Some useful contacts: 

Community Relations Council for Northern Ireland 

http://www.community-relations.org.uk/ 

European Employment Services Network (Eures) 

– links public employment services across Europe 

http://www.europa.eu.int/eures/home.jsp?lang=en

NICEM Interpreting Services (based in Belfast.) 

http://www.nicem-interpreting.org.uk/service.htm

2.2.  Information for migrant workers

The Law Centre (Northern Ireland) produce a rights 

guide in English for migrant workers, this is also 

available on line in a number of languages.  

http://www.lawcentreni.org/Publications/

Publications.htm#Migrant%20workers

The Department for Employment and Learning 

have a number of resources for migrant workers in 

various languages.  

http://www.delni.gov.uk/index/er/er-migrant-

workers.htm   

CommunityNI provides a number of resources to 

assist migrant workers.  Details at:  

http://www.communityni.org/index.cfm/section/

News/key/Help_for_migrant_workers

The TUC has produced a leaflet for people coming 

to work in the UK giving information about their 

legal rights to work in this country.  The leaflet is 

available to download in a ranges of languages.  

Also in conjunction with the Citizen’s Advice Bureau, 

they have published a booklet called ‘Living and 

Working in the UK’ and is for nationals of the ‘A8’ 
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countries.  Copies of both are available at:   

http://www.tuc.org.uk/international/index.

cfm?mins=288.

The Northern Ireland Social Care Council have a 

resource pack for social workers entitled: ‘Crossing 

Borders’.  It is aimed at social workers coming to 

work in Northern Ireland from other jurisdictions.   

It is available at:   

http://www.nswqb.ie/crossingborders/ni.html  of 

from NISCC, 7th Floor, Millennium House, Great 

Victoria Street, Belfast, BT2 7AQ.  Telephone: 02890 

417600.  

3. What workforce planning should 
I do?

This section is primarily for employers who decide 

to proactively recruit migrant workers.  This 

will enable them to develop a strategy that is 

appropriate to their needs. 

• How many job vacancies are likely to arise in 

the coming 12-24 months?  This could be based 

on known retirements as well as turn-over 

experienced in past years.

• What posts have proven particularly difficult to 

fill? 

• Are there any significant imbalances in the 

current workforce in terms of Section 75, NI Act?

• Does the personal specification and job 

descriptions require updating to take account 

of the changing needs of current and future 

service-users?

This exercise will enable an employer to match 

their requirements to the profile of typical migrant  

 

workers, viz more male than females, under 40 

years, with limited social care experience.  

4. How do I recruit migrant 
workers?

The basic decision here is for the employer to 

undertake the recruitment themselves or to use 

a specialist agency to do this for them.  In either 

instance the presumption is that migrant workers 

are a target for the recruitment process.  A related 

issue is whether the recruitment is aimed at people 

in their home country or when they are already in 

the UK.

Use of specialist agency 

There are a number of advantages to using 

agencies to either recruit people from their home 

country or who are already in the UK.

• They have local knowledge and contacts and 

the required language skills.

• They will screen applicants for you and manage 

contacts with candidates in their home country.

• They can organise telephone or video-link 

interviews. 

• They can act as advisers to candidates on a 

wider range of non-job issues. 

These have to be set against two drawbacks:

• Unscrupulous agencies can exploit candidates 

by taking a large fee from them and delivering a 

substandard service to them and the employer.

• The additional costs of using agencies may 

outweigh the benefits they bring if only a small 

number of candidates are appointed.
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You can check out potential agencies by the 

membership of the Recruitment and Employment 

Federation – see: www.rec.uk.com/about-

recruitment/sectors.  They may also have been 

inspected by the Commission for Social Care 

Inspection.  Their reports are available at: www.csci.

org.uk/find_a_report.aspx.

Managing your own recruitment

Although it is possible to go overseas to do this, 

this is not recommended as it poses particular 

challenges with respect to the language and 

culture; the costs involved and the relocation 

expenses that it may entail.  Some tests might be: 

how much time can I commit to this?  Do I know 

anyone with the language skills or who can act as a 

trusted interpreter? 

Recruiting from people already within the UK or 

Ireland is the more promising option.  A particular 

group are those migrants who have come with 

their partner who is already in employment.   The 

advantages are:

• They have some familiarity with the locality and 

non-job issues such as housing or schooling 

have been addressed.

• They may have some previous work experience 

in this country.

• They are less likely to move back to their home 

country in the short-term.

However, it’s likely that you will need to adjust your 

usual recruitment practices in order to reach this 

group. 

 

5. How should I advertise my 
vacancies?

A number of strategies have proven effective 

for informing migrant workers about job 

opportunities.

• Prepare an advertisement in simple, easily 

understood English.  Consider having it 

translated into the language of the migrant 

group that is most common in your locality 

– e.g. Portugese, Polish.

• If you already employ migrant workers, ask 

them to circulate copies to their friends and 

contacts.   Ascertain if they would be prepared 

to speak to prospective applicants about the job 

and brief them on what they should say.

• Approach local community or support groups 

for migrant workers and ask them to display 

your advert.  Specialist food shops serving 

migrant communities are worth contacting. 

• Approach colleges who organise language 

courses for migrant workers and foreign 

students.

• Ensure Job Centres have copies of the 

advertisement with a contact name for a person 

who can provide further information – possibly 

in the local language. 

• Place advertisements in publications aimed at 

migrant communities or in local newspapers. 

• Approach local businesses or services that are 

known to employ migrant workers to see if they 

would be prepared to display an advert that 

might interest relatives of existing workers.

• Ascertain if there are any job fairs being 

organised for migrant workers. 

• Approach international organisations who are 

involved in learning disability services with a 

view to them including details of your work 
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opportunities in their networks.

Preparing job information

• Review the application form you use.  Could 

this be simplified for people with limited 

understanding of English?  Include an item 

about their competence in spoken and written 

English.  If details of professional qualifications 

are required, ask about the curriculum followed 

and length of course.  Request copies of 

the original certificates.  Information about 

comparability of courses internationally is 

available from: www.naric.org.uk. 

• Job descriptions and personal specifications 

may need to be re-written in simpler English 

with perhaps a summary provided in other 

languages as appropriate to the area.  Make 

clear the competence in English Language that 

the person is expected to have.  An English 

Language Self-assessment tool is available at: 

www.englishforlifeandwork.co.uk

• Make clear to candidates the need for them 

to supply references and the reasons for 

undertaking police checks or the equivalent.

• Offer interested persons an opportunity 

to make an informal visit to get further 

information.  It could be useful to have an 

interpreter present for this type of session.

• A pre-recruitment course aimed at migrant 

personnel in particular could be arranged.  This 

might be modelled on the ‘Care to Make a 

Difference’ programme devised by The POISE 

Project.  Migrant workers in post should be 

invited to contribute to this. 

• The provision of visual materials – such as DVDs 

– that describe the work and the client group 

will help understanding. 

• Ensure the services website is visual and 

attractive.  Include photographs of migrant 

workers with service-users.

6. How do I select – shortlisting; 
interviews and checks?

As with other candidates, your goal is to ensure 

the person selected is able to undertake the 

requirements for the job.  This means ensuring 

that they meet the essential criteria but also that 

suitable candidates are not inadvertently rejected.  

Some guidance from employers with experience in 

this area follows:

• Consider having a telephone conversation with 

the applicant prior to the interview to ascertain 

their competence in spoken English and their 

understanding of the job for which they have 

applied.  

• Take up references in advance of the interview.  

This may need to be translated into the local 

language.  Beware of emailed references.  

Faxed references on headed note-paper are 

preferable.  Referees should be asked to return 

an original copy by post.

• Have at least two people on the interview 

panel, one of whom should have experience 

of previously interviewing migrant applicants.   

Write the questions in simple English.  Ensure 

the interviewers speak clearly and distinctly.  

Rephrase questions as needed. 

• Consider having an interpreter present to 

ensure that the candidates understand the 

questions although they would still be expected 

to reply in English. 

• You will need to have sight of documents that 

confirm the candidate’s immigration status and 
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their right to work in the UK.  Confirm that they 

are registered under the Worker Registration 

Scheme.  Further information is available at: 

www.workingintheuk.gov.uk.  Employers are NOT 

allowed to hold on to passports. 

• Criminal record checks can be undertaken in 

the UK if the candidate has been resident in 

the UK for the past five years.  If the person has 

lived outside the UK, then the authorities in 

their home country should be contacted for 

a ‘certificate of good conduct’, although their 

authenticity may need to cross-checked.  They 

can also be asked to sign a declaration of any 

criminal convictions and if any are disclosed, 

appropriate action can be taken.

• Employers will need to apply for a work permit 

for candidates outside of the EU.  This will be 

granted depending on the type of work and if 

the employer can demonstrate that they have 

tried and failed to recruit workers from the UK 

or the EU.  Once this work permit is granted, the 

candidate must them apply for an appropriate 

visa. (NB. There are severe penalties for employing 

migrant workers illegally). 

7. How do I welcome new workers 
to the job?

By this point, all the formalities should be completed 

and hopefully done speedily as otherwise the 

applicant may decide to take a post elsewhere.

It is important that extra attention is paid to the 

induction of migrant workers who may be unfamiliar 

with the type of work they will be undertaking.  

• Nominate an experienced member of staff to 

act as a mentor or buddy for the new recruit.  

This person should have good communication 

skills and a strong value base with respect to 

how staff relate to service-users.  Their role 

is to provide immediate advice and support 

in relation to the job but also the wider 

community and to help to integrate them into 

the staff team and make them feel at home.

• Provide structured induction training.  However, 

this may need to be taken at a slower pace so 

that new recruits have a clear grasp of the job 

and what is expected of them.  

• Written materials – policies and procedures 

– could be provided on a phased basis with 

a verbal introduction given of each and the 

opportunity provided to have their questions 

answered after they have studied the 

documentation.  The reasons for having the 

policy should be stressed.   

• Assistance from other migrant workers 

on the staff could be sought to assist with 

communication in their own language. 

• As far as possible demonstrate what is expected 

of the person – do not rely solely on verbal 

explanation. 

• Provide them with a list of commonly used 

terms, abbreviations and expressions in their 

work.  This could be translated into their own 

language to aid understanding.   

• Identify sources of financial advice – benefits, 

taxation and banking. 

• Provide useful information and maps of the 

local area – pubic transport, leisure facilities, 

health services and so on.  Give details of advice 

centres or community organisations.  Copies of 

the local newspaper should be available in the 

service as this can contain useful information to 

staff and service-users. 

• Details of language classes can be provided, 

although check to see how relevant these 
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would be to your employees.  Tutors may be 

prepared to meet your needs if you make them 

aware of specific issues that have arisen.  

• Provide copies of the guides written specifically 

for migrant workers (see earlier).  Talk through 

the action they should take if they encounter 

harassment or racism in the workplace or 

outside of work. 

• Ensure new staff are invited to social events and 

celebrations, with their mentor perhaps offering 

to accompany them and introducing them to 

other staff. 

8. How do I know how things are 
working out? 

The same processes can be used as per other 

workers but with some adjustment.

• Migrant workers may benefit from a more 

extended period of joint working with more 

experienced staff before they are left on their 

own.

• Supervision sessions could be scheduled more 

often in the early months.

• Inservice training opportunities should be 

available with an emphasis on learning  

through doing.  Handouts should be in simple 

English with illustrations.  Alternative methods 

to written reports should be devised to assess 

learning, for example in Health and Safety.  

• Ensure the training covers the basic skills 

outlined in the proposed European Care 

Certificate.  See: www.eclicence.eu    

• Meetings of the staff team can be used to 

identify and address any issues.  Migrant 

workers should be actively encouraged to 

participate in these meetings by managers.  

• Migrant workers should be encouraged to 

obtain qualifications such as NVQs that improve  

their promotion prospects within the service.  

This will encourage retention of staff. 

Pointers for the future

The issues identified in this report point to a future 

that may be significantly different to the past for 

society as a whole as well as people with a learning 

disability.  In a sense then, services can future-

proof themselves by acquiring the knowledge and 

expertise now that will be required for a changed 

future.  This could be characterised by:

• Greater mobility of workers across the European 

community;

• Increased demand for service personnel that 

cannot be met locally;

• A service population that is increasingly multi-

ethnic;

• Services in the UK and Ireland providing a 

training and support function for emerging 

countries as they develop their social service 

systems. 
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Change is the law 
of life. And those 
who look only to 
the past or present 
are certain to miss 
the future.
John F. Kennedy



  



ARC NI 

43 Marsden Gardens, Belfast BT15 5AL 

Tel: 02890 229020  Email: arc.ni@arcuk.org.uk


