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This study has reviewed the literature on migrant workers for substantive evidence that migrant workers are more 
susceptible to injury and illness in the workplace. The study has examined the sources of data available to facilitate this 
type of analysis and has evaluated their relative quality and availability. 

Survey sources typically fail to adequately capture migrant populations, whilst administrative sources lack the richness 
of data content. Statistics on accidents in the workplace (RIDDOR) are subject to considerable under-recording, 
particularly for the self-employed, for smaller businesses and, the evidence suggests, for migrant workers. No 
information is captured to differentiate migrant workers by their nationality, country of birth or first language. Health 
records are generally only accessible through health surveillance schemes; providing limited coverage on health and the 
workplace and with no statistics on nationality, country of birth or first language. These combined inadequacies result in 
a dearth of UK studies that make an explicit link between migrant workers, the workplace and health outcomes. 

The few studies which looked explicitly at the relationship between migrant status and occupational injury/illness have 
typically reported inconclusive evidence on the effect of migrant workers upon issues of health and safety, primarily due 
to inadequate data capture and coverage of the target population. However, a number of studies that have examined 
the impact of the recent influx of migrants from outside the UK have reinforced the general view that migrant workers, 
engaged in low-skilled jobs, are more at risk of accident and injury due to the nature of the work they are doing and the 
conditions in which they are doing it. 

The research evidence suggests that there remain significant difficulties associated with the capture of new and reliable 
data on the geographical distribution and socio-economic profile of migrant workers. There is no substantive evidence 
that provides robust and representative data to improve existing estimates of migrant numbers and their relative health 
and safety risk. This study provides a number of options for enhanced data collection as a basis for improved local 
intelligence for HSE’s monitoring and targeted enforcement. 

This report and the work it describes were funded by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE). Its contents, including any 
opinions and/or conclusions expressed, are those of the authors alone and do not necessarily reflect HSE policy. 
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A number of studies have touched on issues of migrant worker vulnerability. Largely through 
qualitative evidence, a number of factors have been highlighted as an indication that migrant 
workers are more vulnerable to health and safety issues in the workplace: 

•	 Migrant workers make up a large proportion of the workforce involved in low-skilled 

occupations. In parts of the horticulture and food processing industries the workforce is 
almost exclusively foreign-born. 

•	 The type of work in which migrant workers are employed is typically that which the local 
workforce is reluctant to do.  Jobs can be physically demanding, with evidence of migrant 
workers being given the toughest jobs and being set higher productivity targets. 

•	 The evidence suggests that migrant workers are working longer hours and may take 
second jobs to boost income, increasing both their health and safety risks in the 
workplace and the quality of their service delivery. 

•	 There is an increased casualisation of the workforce, with teams of workers often moved 
between jobs and often to jobs in other industries. 

•	 There is also evidence of migrants working in dangerous conditions, without prior 
industry experience, particularly in construction, despite explicit guidelines to prevent 
this. But there is no conclusive evidence that this is more likely to be true for migrant 
workers than other workers. 

•	 The complexity of the supply chains that exist, particularly in the construction industry, 
continue to blur the lines of responsibility for health and safety.   

•	 The language barrier has been identified as the biggest factor affecting the risk to 
migrants, particularly when workers are new to a particular workplace. The risk is 
accentuated when combined with a lack of prior experience and the ambiguous lines of 
responsibility evident in long supply-chains. 

•	 Migrant workers often suffer ignorance of the contractual arrangements under which 
they are employed and their pay is often subject to deductions to cover poor quality, tied 
accommodation and other services. This type of employment relationship is not 
conducive to a healthy and safe working environment. 

•	 Accommodation in which workers are housed is often of a poor standard.  The quality of 
HMO and other forms of temporary accommodation have been identified as having a 
potentially detrimental impact upon the health and well being of migrant workers. 

Whilst recognising the potential risks to which migrant workers are being exposed, evidence 
suggests that they are generally willing participants, seeking to capitalise on the available 
economic opportunities.  In addition, the youthful age profile of the migrant workforce, suggests 
that they are typically relatively healthy, unlikely to register with a GP and less likely to report 
accidents and injuries in the workplace. 
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Developing trends 

The size of the migrant inflow that followed the extension of the EU in 2004 was considerably 
in excess of all expectations. Whilst the inflow continues to bring large numbers of new 
economic migrants to the UK, the research review presented here has identified a number of 
recent trends that may play a significant part in determining the future scale, profile and 
distribution of the migrant workforce. 

•	 The economic outlook for the UK remains unclear. Whilst employers enjoy the flexibility 
of migrant workers, it is also evident that this characteristic is symptomatic of a workforce 
that will constantly be evaluating economic opportunities at home, in the UK and in other 
European countries.  Economic development in central and eastern Europe and the relaxation 
of barriers to movement in Germany and France, could alter the dynamics of European 
labour migration. 

•	 There is evidence that the peak in the inflow of migrants to the UK has been reached. The 
most recent NINo statistics suggest a reduction in new registrations, whilst studies of A8 
migrants have suggested that up to 40-50% of those who arrived since 2004 have 
subsequently returned. 

•	 In some sectors of the economy the workforce is almost exclusively foreign born. Any 
interruption to this ready supply of labour would create real problems for those businesses 
whose competitiveness now depends upon it. 

•	 Evidence in the North of England suggests that migrant workers have begun to seek more 
appropriate housing accommodation, moving out of traditional HMOs into properties located 
within ‘Pathfinder’ sites, an affordable alternative and one which demonstrates that some 
migrants are seeking a more permanent stay in the UK. 

•	 Union representation remains low in those sectors where labour providers have greatest 
control.  However, unions and other agencies are increasingly active in seeking support and a 
stronger regulatory framework for vulnerable workers. 

•	 A number of studies highlighted a hierarchy that is developing within the migrant 

workforce. In London, this was demonstrated with a definite ‘hiring queue’ evident for 
specific jobs. In other studies, some migrant groups have been establishing themselves in 
more senior positions with responsibility for overseeing the work of other nationalities. 

•	 The effectiveness of the migrant workforce is likely to improve with experience and as 
language skills develop. This may help future waves of new migrants to integrate into the 
workplace, thereby reducing the risks associated with lack of industry expertise and poor 
English language skills. 

•	 The RSMPs have been established as a secondary tier through which the government’s 
immigration policy can be managed and monitored. They are severely constrained by a lack 
of empirical evidence and by the diversity of issues associated with migrant workers and 
have yet to become effective as a focal point for research and analysis 

•	 There is a universal message being given concerning the quality and availability of statistics 
on international migration.  There are no quick and easy solutions to this problem but there is 
a need for creativity in the use of existing data systems to provide improved intelligence on 
the migrant worker population. 
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Recommendations 

The available statistics on migrant workers remain inadequate and incomplete, constraining 
effective research and analysis of workplace health and safety. In addition, new data capture is 
problematic due to the difficulty of capturing a representative sample of the target population 
and due to the continuing change in the dynamics and profile of the migrant worker labour 
force.  A number of recommendations are made: 

Labour Force Survey 

•	 The LFS remains the primary source of information on the labour force and on the resident 
stock of migrants in the UK. Despite its sampling issues, the incidence of injury and illness 
to migrant workers should continue to be monitored through successive releases of the LFS. 

Macro-level data 

•	 HSE should consider the *ew Worker and Health Databank (NWHD) concept, to create a 
database of migrant worker statistics at national, regional and local authority level, 
combining ONS data on international migration with labour market statistics from NIRS2, 
WRS and the LFS and recorded incidents from RIDDOR. 

•	 This database would provide a consistent geographical and time-series view of available 
data, avoiding the need for snapshot studies through a regular process of update as new data 
becomes available. 

•	 HSE should investigate data sharing initiatives with, for example, DWP, NHS, GLA, CAB 
and local PCTs to establish how additional intelligence on migrant workers might be 
extracted for mutual benefit. 

•	 HSE might consider the development of area clusters with similar industry/migrant/accident 
profiles from which to develop a more strategic perspective on labour market trends and 
targeted enforcement. 

National targeting and local intelligence 

•	 Macro-level data will provide the intelligence for monitoring and targeted enforcement. 

More local intelligence can be taken from the research studies on migrant worker activity 
referenced in this report and from the people and organisations on the ground who completed 
these studies.   

New Survey 

•	 HSE could consider the development of a small, intensive survey, targeted specifically at 
measuring the ‘bias’ in national administrative datasets and their relationships. This would 
capture migration history, work history, health and safety history and history of registration 
with the UK’s major administrative registers. The purpose of this survey would be to 
discover the relationship between the administrative registers and the population at risk, 
yielding adjustment factors to use with the register counts to provide improved estimates of 
the target population at risk. There are risks associated with running such a survey, 
however, and it would need a feasibility study to establish best procedures, costs and 
potential pay-off. The issue of how to obtain a fully representative sample of migrant 
workers would still need to be resolved and the survey would ideally need to be repeated 
periodically given the current economic uncertainty that exists and the likely change in the 
pattern and trend in migrant worker flows. Expertise in ONS, the National Centre for Social 
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Research and the Institute for Social and Economic Research could be consulted for advice 
on the most appropriate methodology to employ. 

Data linkage 

•	 HSE should consider the addition of the *ational Insurance *umber and/or *HS number 

to its existing RIDDOR data capture to facilitate linkage with other administrative datasets.  
•	 Collaboration between HSE and DWP/HMRC is recommended to establish how additional 
intelligence on migrant populations might be generated in an aggregate/anonymised form 
and to identify how a risk analysis on RIDDOR records might be completed. 

General 

•	 Given the UK-wide requirement for better statistics on migrant workers and the renewed 
drive for improved occupational health and well-being, it is suggested that HSE adopts a 
collaborative approach to any new data capture initiatives, sharing both the costs and 
benefits of generating new intelligence. 

•	 The HSE might consider a position within a wider group of UK stakeholders, brought 
together to establish a single source of intelligence on international migrants, from which a 
common and consistent set of statistics from a variety of sources might be drawn. 
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