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Abstract

This report presents the findings from research conducted to obtain information about the employment skills and aspirations of migrant workers in the South West and the extent to which these are being filled. The purpose of this work has in part been to establish an evidence base regarding the skills of migrant workers in order that positive actions can be undertaken to address the issues surrounding migrant under-employment. The research was funded by the South West Regional Development Agency (RDA) through the project delivered by Equality South West and was delivered in partnership by two community researchers from Equality South West and The Anglo-Polish Organisation.

The research aims to fulfill Action B3.4 of the South West Migrant Workers Action Plan to “Investigate issues around the underutilisation of migrants’ skills”.  It will also provide an evidence base for achieving the other actions under B3 which aims to: “Ensure migrant workers can participate in the labour market at the right skills level and that their potential is fully utilised by employers”.  The Action Plan provides a framework for coordinating activity to make us of the opportunities and address the challenges of economic migration.  A copy can be found at: http://www.equalitysouthwest.org.uk/about-us/promoting-equality-for/migrant-workers.html
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Motivated, Skilled but Under-employed?: The Employment Outcomes of Migrant Workers in the South West
Introduction

This research explores the employment skills and aspirations of migrant workers in the South West of England, the majority of which are Eastern European, primarily Polish, although a significant percentage are from outside the EU. It focuses on the skills, qualifications and experience of migrant workers in the South West and considers the primary obstacles faced by migrant workers wanting to access better employment. As well as determining what obstacles migrants faced, the research went some way to explore possible solutions to the issues that were raised. For example, the survey endeavoured to discover if a training programme in labour market skills might be useful in improving their chances to finding better employment, what sorts of things they might like to receive training in, and what days and times were most convenient to them. 

Migrant workers come to the UK with a broad range of qualifications and skills. As this research shows, the majority is highly educated, many at university level or above, yet most are working in low-skilled occupations. The primary obstacles facing migrant workers aspiring to find better work are most often determined by language barriers that seriously limit their ability to work at the same level as their qualifications and a lack of understanding of the UK labour market and the skills needed to access it. 

Significant barriers to employment in general are also imposed by their immigration status and the restrictions surrounding their initial entry into the U.K.; migrant workers have various restrictions applied to their entry to the UK that impacts on their job opportunities here, including their eligibility for employment and the number of hours they can work. The result is that they take on low-income employment, very frequently through recruitment agencies, until their circumstances change or chances improve to access more work or other employment.

The experiences of migrant workers show that hidden barriers also hinder them from accessing better skilled employment commensurate with their qualifications, including discrimination and lack of confidence.

Methods
Sampling 
The target population were migrant workers mainly, but not exclusively, from 
Eastern Europe, although various regional reports, including the Devon Scoping report showed that the majority of migrant workers were likely to be from Poland.
 Other nationalities also constitute the mix including large numbers from India, China and the Philippines.  
Design 
The research included a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods, the former, to obtain a representative sample, and the latter, for in-depth information.  
A questionnaire was used as a quantitative method, distributed to migrant workers through informal networks and meetings and was also distributed through regional networks through SurveyMonkey, an online survey generator.  The questionnaire incorporated both open and closed questions and could be completed with total anonymity to allow migrant workers to express their true feelings without concerns that they might be identified. 
Focus groups were held to obtain more detailed information about the skills, qualifications and employment aspirations of migrant workers. The researchers used the survey questions to inspire discussion and participants were encouraged to speak freely and openly about their work in the UK, the obstacles they have faces and hopes and aspirations for work in the future. 
Face-to-face interviews were also conducted in order to follow up on specific cases and obtain more detailed information regarding the experiences and aspirations of migrant workers who agreed to be included in this research as case studies. 

Additional information was also gathered from consultations with other sources including, recruitment agencies, migrant worker community development workers, and diversity officers.

Key Findings

1. Migrant workers express a need for greater access to English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL). Migrant workers overwhelmingly feel a need to improve their English as a means to access work, to progress in their present employment as well as to improve their prospects to find better employment. English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes must be available at more flexible times to fit within work schedules and also affordable for migrants on low-incomes. Where ESOL is targeted at migrant workers it should be tailored to meet their needs, teaching spoken as well as written English language skills, skills that are subject specific, such as business English, medical English and of other basic non-mainstream English courses teaching “survival” English covering subjects such as housing, employment, health and education (as have been formerly been taught through projects run by ICE Breakers or English @ Work, the former which will cease to exist after the end of this year).                                        

2. Recruitment agencies and employers express a need for migrant workers to improve their English. Agencies especially find it very difficult to employ migrant workers and find jobs for them that match their qualifications on account of their lack of language ability. Of greatest concern to both employers and recruitment agencies is if the lack of English language ability prevents workers from understanding health and safety regulations. Poor English and a lack of understanding health and safety instructions and regulations puts not only the employer but also the employee at risk of injury to themselves or others at work.

3. Many migrants lack confidence. Issues surrounding a lack of confidence are linked in part to poor levels of English language ability. Other issues that also add to low levels of self-esteem include a lack of knowledge of the UK labour market and core skills such as looking for a job, writing job applications (CV writing), interview skills and using existing qualifications. Migrants expressed the need for training programmes to assist them in progression to work. As has been proven elsewhere in the country, such programmes would also bolster their confidence.
 

4. The qualifications of migrants are under-recognised and downgraded. Many migrants themselves deliberately downgrade their qualifications in order to find the first available job, yet many do not know how to apply their qualifications to their CV’s and get their qualifications from their home countries recognised by their employers. Employers and recruitment agencies also do not actively seek out the qualifications migrants bring with them to the UK. Useful to both employers and migrants would be finding ways to expose the qualifications migrants have. Such means might include skills audits by employers and a more active role for Human Resource departments in finding ways to reveal the skills of their migrant employees. There are also roles for the unions and for JobCentres to play in better exposing the skills and qualifications of foreign workers.  NARIC, the National Recognition Information Centre for skills and qualifications might consider developing its outreach activities in the South West in order for all employees, agencies and organizations to better understand the qualifications from other countries, and recruitment agencies too could improve ways to ask what skills migrant workers bring with them from their home countries.

5. Employers play a strong role in improving the skills of migrant workers with on the job training, giving time-off work, offering flexible hours to undertake training, and making effective use of the skills migrants bring to their employment. More employers should to be encouraged to utilise and promote the skills of their migrant employees through improved means of information that makes clear the benefits and economic sense of taking full advantage of the human resources available to them.

6. The role of the voluntary sector has been very important in all aspects of promoting and utilizing the skills of migrant workers. Community organisations have been able to initiate and apply for funding for training opportunities in order for the migrant communities to help themselves. Such training has included advocacy training through the Citizen’s Advice Bureau, fundraising, Child Protection Training, Paediatric First Aid Training and IT training. These skills have then been used to run drop-in surgeries, run Saturday schools, create community web-sites, and organise holiday camps for disadvantaged children. The skills that migrant workers have acquired in running community organizations and events have improved their sense of worth and increased their self-esteem, they have benefited themselves and the communities in which they live, and they have improved their prospects for finding better employment through experience and training.
Case Studies

Case Study: Adam 

Adam is 36 years old; he comes from Poland. By trade he is a carpenter but has never worked in his profession. Over the years Adam gained a vast experience as a car mechanic and he also used to run a small business from the back of his house vulcanising tyres.  Four years ago in 2006 due to his poor financial situation, Adam decided to come over to the UK with the intention to find a work in a garage. Unfortunately his poor English was a barrier to his getting in that sector straight away, so Adam settled at first with manual work on a construction site, a job he got through a local employment agency. Still looking for work as a car mechanic, he found an advert in a local newspaper and applied for a job more related to his dreams. 

A small family car dealership run just outside Taunton were looking for a car valeter and Adam was offered the post.  Soon after he was not only valeting the cars but also fixing them.  Most of his skills were easily transferable but what he lacked was information on UK car maintenance standards and regulations and also knowing suppliers.  So it was a great opportunity for Adam to work in a small, well supported and friendly environment where he could learn English “in action” and also gain all that very much needed experience and knowledge. Adam worked hard and his dedication was always highly valued by his employer. 

In 2009 the owner decided to sell the business. Knowing that Adam would have to look for new employment he encouraged him to set up his own car valeting and servicing business instead. Looking back, Adam says that it was not an easy decision to make, especially because at that time his wife and two sons joined him to live permanently in Taunton. The owner helped Adam to go through the process of setting it up, registering with HMRC, running the bookkeeping and funding a suitable garage.  He also introduced Adam to a whole network of professionals and potential customers. Adam stresses the importance of the individual support he was given on a daily base by his ex-employer which hugely contributed to boosting his own  confidence to be successful with the project . Adam’s reputation and quality of work built him a good base of customers both Polish and English within the Taunton area and now business it’s going from strength to strength. 
Case Study: Sruti

Sruti is a young Bengali woman in her early thirties living in Barnstaple, She left her country and came to the UK thinking it would be quite easy to find a job, live the good life, and earn enough money to send some back home to her family struggling to support themselves in her own country’s poor economy. She thought she could get a good job because of her qualifications. She has a university degree in engineering and has five years’ experience working as an engineer.

When she arrived in the UK, she regularly looked for jobs in newspapers. she wanted to work to support herself whilst furthering her studies but she found nothing suitable. She applied for countless jobs and sent her CV out to numerous engineering firms; she heard nothing back. At the time she thought that her only obstacle was language; she is presently enrolled in English lessons. 

Sruti has worked part-time in a restaurant for several years. She asks herself regularly now what was the point of all her hard work and late nights studying for exams during her days at university. She often thinks a lot about returning home, but is anxious about losing the job she has now and finding work in her profession back home would be difficult a second time around after being so long away.

	Case Study: Marek and Anna
Marek is a 32 year-old man from Poland who came with his wife, Anna, to live and work in Tiverton (Devon) in 2005. Marek is a fully certified electrician in his own country and has years of experience working alongside his father who is a builder. Anna is an occupational therapist with specialist qualifications working with people with learning disabilities from the University of Torun. They left Poland because they wanted to find better-paid work to improve their circumstances in life. 

When they came here they both took on whatever work they could get; Marek worked as a labourer in a construction firm and Anna worked in a meatpacking factory.  Anna, especially, did not like the unpleasant factory work, but stuck it out because she knew it was only temporary until something better came along. Marek struggled working extra hours for an employer who underpaid him. Eventually, Marek found other work in a toiletries factory, which is where he works now. Anna stayed on working at the meat factory until Olivia was born in 2008. 

At around this time, Anna also happened to make friends with a group of other young Polish women who had formed a Polish Saturday School for their children. Not only is Anna bright and sociable, she also has a university degree; the management committee, therefore, asked Anna if she would like to come on board and volunteer on Saturdays as a teacher. She agreed, and as a volunteer teacher Anna had the opportunity to learn a bit about the English school system and also undertake a paediatric fist aid course. It was on account of her work as a volunteer that Anna heard about a job as teaching assistant in a local school. Her experience as a volunteer teacher, together with her good level of English, made her an excellent candidate for a job as a bilingual assistant at a school that had many Eastern European pupils. The job was temporary and part-time; good for a young mother juggling a baby at home on the one hand; but, on the other hand, the pay was not enough to cover the cost of day-care. 

In the end, Anna returned to Poland because it was cheaper for her and her baby to move back in with her mother in her home country than it was to live and work in this country and pay for childcare. Marek and Anna made the decision hoping that it would only be a temporary arrangement until Marek saved up money by working overtime in the factory where he was employed, and their baby daughter was a little bit older. 

Since the economic recession, however, Marek has been on edge because his employer has been laying people off and has cut back everyone’s hours; it is also no longer possible to work overtime so he now takes home only about £200/week. He very much wants to leave the factory work and find decent work as a builder and to use his skills as an electrician. He dreams about owning his own business, but he feels his English isn’t good enough; he doesn’t have confidence in his ability to apply himself in a country with building regulations and construction standards with which he is not familiar. He also does not know how to get his qualifications as an electrician specialise in this country or what more he would have to do to qualify to work as one here. If he were to have to re-qualify, he wonders would he even have the time or the money. 
To make ends meet, Marek has been working temporarily for the past year, after hours and on weekends, cash-in-hand, as a handyman for a family in a local village. The extra money has meant that Marek has been able to afford to move out of shared accommodation and find a house to rent so that Anna and their baby can return to Devon. His house has a garage where he hopes he can continue to earn a little extra money on the side fixing the cars of friends. 
Marek feels that the main barrier for him getting the work he would like as an electrician or builder has been his lack of confidence. Since he has worked as a handyman for an English family his English has improved and he feels more ready to look for other work. Anna also has returned to Devon with greater hopes. She’s more familiar with the English system of things and, although she is still at home with her baby, she has started looking for work, and knows now where to begin to find better work. Neither of them is expecting to use all their skills and qualifications that they have right away, but they feel their prospects are more hopeful that they will one day now that they have spent more time here, their English is improving and they are becoming more familiar with living and working in the UK.


	   Case Study: Lily

Lily arrived in the UK one year ago from the Philippines to join her mother and step-father living in Somerset. She is in her twenties and came here independently on a student visa as an adult student under Tier 4 (General) of the points-based system to continue studies that she began in the Philippines in Health and Social Care. 

At present her tuition fees for the year cost £7000 but they are going up to £9000 and she relies heavily on her parents for support. The first year she was here she was a full-time student, but she will be a part-time student in her second year principally because she cannot afford the full tuition cost. At the same time recent changes in immigration restrictions means that she can now only work 20 hours per week as a student.

The limited number of hours she can work is a major problem for Lily. Not only must she pay the high cost of tuition, she must also find a means to live and pay her bills. Without the support of her parents she could not afford to study in this country. As she is not an EU National, she has no recourse to public funds. Although she had excellent qualifications at NVQ level 4 the limited number of hours she is able to work restricts her ability to get a job that pays more than the minimum wage; simply too few employers want to hire anyone part-time for only 20 hours a week. She therefore accepts work in her profession at an hourly wage of £6.50 despite the fact that she has an NVQ4 level of skill. 

Lily has two more years to finish her studies but worries that she does not have the money to support herself and that she is becoming a financial drain on her parents. She feels lucky that she has them to rely on because she knows others who are not so fortunate. Like them, she may turn to working cash in hand to make ends meet.

Lily is frustrated with the new immigration restrictions. She feels that students bring in lots of money to pay tuition to universities, yet are being punished by not being allowed to work. Many of the courses she says could be done in modules which would allow her to work full-time, but she cannot.

Another one of the barriers she feels to progressing in her studies and therefore accessing better work is the limited English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) support. In her first year of studies she received learning support, but in her second year English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) support is limited to when assignments are due rather than on an ongoing basis. International students on the whole are given limited English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) support and this she feels is very limiting and short-sighted.

On the whole, however, she feels it is better to be living in the UK; in the Philippines finding employment is very difficult and the salary is not good. She is financially better off here in a lower-skilled job than in the Philippines working in her profession. What are her plans for the future? She wants to finish her studies over here and after two years apply under the Tier 1 points-based system in order to stay here to work when she has completed her studies and find a job in a management role.

	Case Study: Julia

Julia is a 34 year-old Polish woman who left Poland and came to Taunton (Somerset) 14 months ago to join her husband, Piotr, who had already been living in the South West for several years. They have a seven year-old daughter, Paulina, who is adjusting well to her new English school and attends Polish Saturday school on the weekend.

She has a Master’s degree in Marketing and Management from a Polish university, and when she lived in Poland she assisted her older sister who runs an educational publishing firm. She is quick with numbers, has excellent computer skills, and shows off her creativity in freely producing any graphics needed by the Saturday school for certificates, diplomas, and teaching materials. 

Since coming to the UK, Julia has actively been looking for work. With help from her husband and from friends who have been here longer than she has, Julia has had no trouble knowing where to look: she looks for jobs online, at the JobCentre, in newspapers. On account of her experience and qualifications, she has been looking for jobs in publishing, marketing and finance and has applied for many jobs, however, all to no avail. Because Julia came to the UK as a dependent, she has been in receipt of Jobseeker’s allowance whilst looking for work.

Julia admits that her main obstacle to finding work that matches her qualifications is her poor level of English. She came to the UK with only basic language skills; she relies heavily on her husband, Piotr, whose English is nearly fluent. Even her seven year-old daughter speaks better English than she does. Relying only on Piotr’s income, money has been tight, and there were many expenses that took priority over paying for costly language lessons at college when she and her daughter first arrived here. 

Now that things are more settled, Julia has enrolled on an English course in Taunton. She also enrolled in an NVQ level 2 accountancy course recognizing the need for her to bolster her Polish degree with British qualifications would facilitate her understanding of the financial systems in this country as well as boosting her vocabulary in her field of expertise. 

But whilst Julia was on the course that she encountered for the first time anti-Polish sentiments from her tutor who has deliberately set her apart from her classmates, placing obstacle after obstacle in her path in an effort Julia felt was aimed at preventing her from completing the course. While other pupils in the class received all the necessary materials and workbooks at the start of the course, for example, Julia did not, and despite having received 98% in her final exam, Julia has been told that she will not receive her diploma because she had not completed exercises she had in fact done in the past. She is concerned that her tutor will not write the references she needs to apply for work, and without her certificate of completion her NVQ2 she cannot progress to the next level.

Julia’s English has improved at a fast pace over the last year and she hopes that once she succeeds in receiving her NVQ that she will have a greater chance of finding work using her skills, although she is aware that her level of English may still not be good enough to get the sort of job she might otherwise be capable of doing using her mother tongue. She is looking to progress to the next NVQ level in accountancy and to improve her English for work by finding Business English courses.

Despite her improved skills and qualifications, together with her better level of English, she feels much less confident now, however, on account of her recent experiences of being discriminated against in the classroom. This was not an obstacle she had expected to face upon her arrival in the UK. Since being in the UK she has experienced discrimination in other areas of her life as well as that of her family and friends; Julia recognises that this is a potential obstacle to finding work that she must be prepared for.


� Davies, Greg and Rolls, David (April 2007), Migrant Workers: Scoping the Issues for Devon, Community Council of Devon.


� The report on the Newcastle pilot involving trainging to use migrants’ skills can be found here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/core/page.do?pageId=8917288#" ��http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/core/page.do?pageId=8917288#�








