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Summary
Introduction
This review of available UK and international literature looks at how employers make
decisions around skill and employee shortages, and how they trade off factors such as skills,
employee availability and pay against each other. It examines strategies and measures
employers use, or have used, to address skills and employee shortages, and the success of
these strategies and measures. It explores how they trade off factors such as employee
skills, availability and pay against each other. In particular, it looks at both the reasons for
hiring migrants as a response to skill and employee shortages, and the reasons for not using
migration as a response.
The review has a focus on occupations with medium training requirements. These are at
Regulated Qualifications Framework (RQF) level 3 to 5 – i.e. approximately A-Level/Highers
or equivalent.
The sources searched included academic databases, grey literature and anonymised
submissions from stakeholders from the Migration Advisory Committee’s (MAC’s) call for
evidence on roles with medium training requirements that are being filled by migrant
workers.
The review revealed that there is limited literature on occupations with medium training
requirements (RQF3-5 equivalent) vis-à-vis occupations with both longer (RQF6+, i.e. with
training requirements equivalent to bachelor’s degree or above) and shorter (RQF 1-2, i.e.
with training requirements below A-level/Highers equivalent) training requirements. The
available literature often focuses on sectors rather than occupations.
In interpreting the evidence, it is important to keep in mind that employers’ responses may
be one-sided – focusing particularly on the lack of local labour. Moreover, interpretations of
what constitutes a skills shortage varies between employers.

Overarching themes: employer decisions around skill and
employee shortages
What are skill shortages?
The concept of ‘skill’ is ambiguous. It is possible to distinguish between: (1) a technical
concept of skill foregrounding cognitive ability and manual dexterity, and (2) a behavioural
concept of skill: focusing on the social and personal skills. An employee’s skills in the latter
category can have a big impact on the ability of the employee to be an effective member of
staff. Employers are often looking for a mix of skills. ‘Shortage’ is an ambiguous term also. It
raises the question of ‘shortage’ in relation to what: whether an employer’s current demand,
or in in relation to some optimal level of skills – now or in the future.
In the Employer Skills Survey1 (a large survey that gathers information on the skills that
employers need, the skills they are short of and the training they offer) skill-shortage
vacancies are vacancies that employers struggle to fill due to a lack of skills, qualifications,
or experience amongst applicants.

Measures and strategies used to address skills and employee shortages

1

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/employer-skills-survey-2019;
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/employer-skills-survey-2017-uk-report
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Employers face a balancing act of ensuring practical skills are in place for the ‘here and now’
to deal with ‘business as usual’ operations, while also looking ahead to the skills needed for
future business development and success in the longer term. The evidence showed that
employers deployed several different measures, often together as part of a single strategy,
to address skills and employee shortages in the short- and longer term. This reflects the fact
that measures may be less effective on their own than as part of a broader package.
Management quality, broader organisational culture and business models shape the
measures and strategies that employers have adopted. Measures include:
•

increasing the intensity and extent of job search to attract a wider pool of applicants;

•

adjusting rewards to workers – including through raising wages, adjusting fringe
benefits and/ or altering working conditions, in order to make job roles more attractive
to existing/ new workers;

•

making numerical adjustments to increase the supply of labour available (e.g.
through persuading older workers to delay retirement, through recruiting temporary
labour to meet peaks in demand, etc.);

•

increasing effort/ output from existing workers to help negate the need for additional
workers to address shortages;

•

improving the supply of skills available – notably through investment in education and
training;

•

adopting alternative work organisation to help address/ minimise the impact of
shortages;

•

automation – substituting capital for labour;

•

recruiting migrant workers;

•

doing nothing.

Raising wages/ increments/ bonuses and/or non-wage benefits – is the “textbook” response
to reduce labour or skill shortages. While offering competitive pay may be part of a solution
to recruit and retain workers in short supply, on its own it may be insufficient to address the
issue of skills and employee shortages.
Adoption of flexible working practices – either through overtime hours and/or using
temporary help and/or enhancing recruitment/retention through offering flexible working
arrangements – may help address shortages.
Training or retraining to fill positions is a potential solution to shortages, although there are
questions about whether this is a viable solution for employers in the case of occupations
with medium (or longer) training requirements. For example, apprenticeships may be a
medium-term proposition for addressing shortages. Employers may, however, be reluctant to
train because of the ‘poaching’ problem.
There is evidence that employers are using a greater range of recruitment methods – with
some success – in connecting to a more diverse range of potential applicants. Options
include use of agencies, outsourcing, recruiting from the unemployed. Social networking has
become increasingly prominent in terms of employers’ reaching out to/targeting new staff. It
is used in migrant recruitment, and migrant workers may also be used as recruitment agents.
Work organisation and job (re)design strategies – including implementation of self-directed
work groups or problem-solving teams – are possible response to skill shortages.
Automation of tasks is one key way to reduce and/or change the need for labour. In some
circumstances, automation can result in efficiency gains. However, in other instances
automation is either not viable or is not a cost-effective strategy. The impacts on labour
requirements vary according to context, with automation leading to a decreased demand for
4

labour in some circumstances and a change in skills requirements in others. In some cases,
changes in skills profiles might lead to a reduction in demand for roles with medium training
requirements (as in the case of some craft roles). In other instances, demand for such roles
may increase at the expense of jobs with shorter training requirements – for example, as
technician roles relating to systems/machine maintenance and operation become more
important while demand for labourers reduces.

Decisions to use migrant labour as a means of addressing skills
and employee shortages
The immigration regime provides the context for employers’ decisions about the use of
migrant labour and how/where it is sourced.
Hiring and use of migrant labour tends to be connected to economic logics that are universal
– including labour market conditions locally, nationally and internationally, at the same time
as having local firm, size, industry, sector‐based and occupational idiosyncrasies. This
indicates that sectoral and occupational insights are important. Employers with an
international orientation, reflected by an international business strategy and an international
workforce, may be particularly likely to recruit workers from abroad.
Human capital factors underpin employer decision-making about migrant recruitment in
different ways. First, domestic supply challenges may mean that employers look to migrant
workers to address skill shortages. Recruitment of migrant labour may reflect the labour pool
of applicants for vacancies. Where there is a lack of applicants, an employer may have little
choice but to rely on recruitment of foreign workers – especially if it is an economy-wide
shortage, and also in some instances of a regional shortage. Secondly, migrants can be
attractive to employers from an innovation perspective, in that they can bring new skills,
capabilities and ideas to the organisations.
The relative ease of employing migrants can be a factor in their employment. If recruitment
of migrant labour is relatively easy an employer might be less inclined to consider (re)training
domestic labour. Network recruitment of migrant labour tends to accentuate existing patterns
of workforce composition.

Review of evidence on employer decisions around skill and
employee shortages by broad occupational groups at RQF3-5 level
Administrative and secretarial occupations
The review yielded little relevant literature on these occupations.

Public service and associate professionals
The review yielded little relevant literature on these occupations.
Business associate professionals
The literature on business services tended to focus on RQF6+ rather than RQF3-5
occupations. For businesses with an international orientation, there was a need for staff with
relevant language skills and business culture knowledge. There is some evidence of workers
with higher-level qualifications (RQF level 6 and above) – including migrant workers –
trickling down and across to fill occupations with medium training requirements.
Health and social care occupations
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Regular workforce planning plays a key role in the NHS, but much of the emphasis to date
has been on degree-level occupations. There is a longstanding reliance on migrant labour in
these occupations. The new role of a nursing associate (requiring a two-year apprenticeship
leading to RQF level 5) is an example of a new entry route designed to alleviate skill
shortages.
Employers value migrant workers for what they bring to care work, viewing them as being
hard working and having a caring approach to those they care for.
Other caring occupations
The review revealed limited information on these occupations. In the early years sector,
there is some evidence that employers have responded to recruitment difficulties most often
by recruiting candidates with potential without the required qualifications or experience, and
then investing in upskilling. Non-UK workers play a limited role in this sector.
Skilled construction and building trades
Research on the construction and building sector shows that it is a volatile sector, prone to
gluts and shortages in demand for workers, who are often employed on a project-by-project
basis. Poaching from other firms was by far the most common strategy for addressing skills
shortages identified in the literature.
Training to develop the skills pipeline is recognised as part of the solution to skills shortages
in the construction sector, but employers have argued that this needs to be seen alongside
continued access to migrant workers to provide the flexibility that the industry needs.
However, the small size of many employers in the construction sector, the amount of
subcontracting and associated self-employment act as disincentives to training.
An assessment of the evidence revealed four key drivers for construction employers to
employ migrants:
•

The UK-born construction workforce is ageing. Combined with issues with training
and apprenticeship programmes and falling birth rates, ageing means that there are
structural shortages in the sector;

•

Industrialising nations have been growing rapidly, both demographically and
economically. This has led to construction booms and an increase in construction
workers there. These construction workers are a potential source of labour for
construction employers in the UK;

•

A trend towards bigger and more complex projects requires a larger pool of labour
and skills than local areas can provide;

•

Lastly, adoption of modern methods of construction (MMC) makes migrant workers
with relevant skills and experience particularly attractive.

MMC strategies are associated with utilisation of pre-manufacturing technologies, digitisation
and IT literacy, requiring investment in associated skills for construction workers. They
represent one way of addressing skill shortages in the construction sector, while at the same
time improving productivity and modernising the sector more generally.
Skilled metal, electrical and electronic trades
Skills shortages in this broad occupational group have tended to arise due to a lack of
investment in apprenticeships and other training in the 1980s and 1990s, which had been
the traditional route for developing these skills. Fear of poaching also contributed to a lack of
investment in training to address shortages. The use of agency workers is common for
occupations such as welding.
In-house training to ‘grow your own’ has become increasingly common for vehicle
technicians, mechanics and electricians. There is potential to address skills shortages
6

through diversifying the workforce, particularly in bringing more women into the sector.
However, this relies in part on girls taking appropriate subjects at school.
There was little evidence in the literature of employers recruiting migrants as a deliberate
strategy to address a shortage of workers for jobs at RQF3-5 level. When migrants were
specifically targeted, this tended to be for RQF6+ level jobs in engineering, where large
companies sought talent globally.
Science, engineering and technical associate professionals
Recruiting from the external labour market, apprenticeships and on-the-job task-specific
training are ways in which employers of science, engineering and technology associate
professionals have addressed skill shortages.
There was considerable evidence of employers recruiting people who were ‘overqualified’
(e.g. people with degrees) for jobs at RQF3-5 level, due to the relative availability of people
with who had relevant longer training and associated qualifications, and their willingness to
accept employment as a technician. This was particularly the case in laboratory technician
roles. In this instance there was little evidence of them crowding out people qualified at
RQF3-5 levels. In the case of engineering technicians in the aerospace sector there was
some evidence of employers up-skilling people to take on roles with medium training
requirements.
There was some evidence of migrants who met requirements for RQF6+ jobs being
recruited to technician roles, while at the same time being given some tasks that utilise their
RQF6+ skills.
Culture, media and sports occupations
Many of these occupations are resistant to automation, and hence the potential to substitute
capital for labour is limited.
Migrant workers play an important role in some occupational niches in this sector. The
screen and video game sectors are internationally-oriented and look to non-UK labour to
provide language and cultural context input alongside occupational-/sector-specific skills.
Similarly, the publishing sector is heavily reliant on international labour for translation
professionals (where accurate translation is of fundamental importance for a robust product).
Textiles, printing and other skilled trades
While there was evidence of employment in occupations with shorter training requirements,
the review yielded little evidence of migrant workers in occupations with medium training
requirements.
Some parts of this broad occupational grouping is characterised by an ageing workforce.
Historically, long-term informal apprenticeships and intra-family transmission have been
important in the textiles sector. Formal apprenticeships are hampered by the small size of
many businesses. Some of the skills required are quite occupationally- or sectorally-specific
and are not easily transferrable to other sectors. There is also an image amongst potential
recruits that sustainable employment is difficult.
Agricultural occupations
Much of the research on agricultural occupations focuses on labourers and other
occupations at RQF1-2 level.
The review yielded some evidence on shortages in specific skilled trades occupations,
notably in butchery.
A factor highlighted in submissions to the MAC by agricultural/forestry employers and
sectoral organisations as leading to recruitment of non-UK labour for some roles, is that
workers need to be based in rural (sometimes remote) locations.
7

Other occupations
The hospitality and leisure sector is particularly reliant on migrant workers. In the particular
case of shortages of chefs, employers have responded by using migrant labour, existing
staff working longer hours and use of agency staff. There is recognition that a multi-pronged
approach to addressing chef shortages is needed, which includes the use of migrant labour
alongside growing a talent pipeline, improving work quality, job redesign, etc.
Costs of training in a sector where there are downward pressures on costs and the time
taken to achieve required skills has tended to militate against investment in training,
particularly when a supply of migrant labour has been available.
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1.

Introduction

1.1

Scope of the review

1.1

This review of available UK and international literature (both academic and grey
literature) looks at how employers make decisions around skill and employee
shortages, and how they trade off factors such as skills, employee availability and pay
against each other. The particular focus is on employers’ responses to a situation
‘when there are not enough people available with the skills needed to do the jobs which
need to be done’ (Green et al., 1998).

1.2

The review examines strategies and measures employers use, or have used, to
address skills and employee shortages, and the success of these strategies and
measures. In particular, it looks at both the reasons for hiring migrants as a response
to skill and employee shortages, and for not using migration as a response.

1.3

The review has an occupational focus on jobs with medium training requirements.
These are at Regulated Qualifications Framework (RQF) level 3 to 5 – i.e.
approximately A-Level/Highers or equivalent. The broad occupational groupings
covered are shown in Table 1.1.
Table 1.1: Broad groupings of occupations with medium training
requirements
Broad grouping
SOC codes
Administrative and secretarial occupations
Major Group 4
Public service associate professionals
Minor Groups 356, 331 and 355
Business associate professionals
Minor Groups 352, 253 and 354
Health and social care occupations
Sub-major Group 32 & 61 and
Minor Group 124
Other caring occupations
Sub-major Group 32 & 61
Skilled construction and building trades
Sub-major group 53
Skilled metal, electrical and electronic
Sub-major group 52
trades
Science, engineering and technology
Sub-major group 31
associate professionals
Culture, media and sports occupations
Sub-major group 34
Textiles, printing and other skilled trades
Sub-major group 54
Agricultural occupations
Sub-major Group 51 and Minor
Group 121
Other - Hospitality & leisure, Other - Retail
Sub-major group 11, 12, 54, 62,
and wholesale, Other – Energy and
71, 81, 82 and Minor Group 351
environment, Other – Transport, Other –
Miscellaneous

1.2

Methodology

1.4

The sources searched included academic databases (EconLit, Web of Science,
Google Scholar) accessible via university libraries. Hand searching of specific journals
was also undertaken. Grey literature sources were searched using Idox and by hand
searching sector- and occupation-specific reports (where available). The review also
utilised anonymised stakeholder responses and associated reports and attachments
submitted to the Call for Evidence on occupations requiring RQF 3-5 qualifications
(supplied by the Migration Advisory Committee [MAC]).
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1.3

Data limitations
Coverage of sources

1.5

There is limited literature on specific skills information for occupations with medium
training requirements – in general, the focus tends to be more on sectors (e.g.
construction) or type of skill (e.g. technical skill) rather than the specific occupations
within them. Where this is the case the sectoral analogy is used.

1.6

The literature on skills issues for occupations with medium training requirements is
limited, compared with that on occupations with longer training requirements (i.e. RQF
level 6 – equivalent to Bachelor’s degree and above) and shortage in occupations with
shorter training requirements (i.e. RQF1-2, below A-Level/Highers or equivalent).

1.7

Strategies often focus on administrative responses, rather than employer decisions –
e.g. development of apprenticeship routes, changes to immigration policies – policy
and practice responses by governments, industry bodies and so on to create the
conditions and mechanisms for addressing skills shortages, rather than employers’
decisions to use them.

Issues in interpreting data
1.8

When assessing findings from qualitative studies a key issue to keep in mind,
specifically with regard to employers’ use of migrant labour, is that information from
employer interviews can often be one-sided. Scott (2013b) suggests (drawing on his
own research in the agricultural and food sectors and on the extant literature) that the
focus of employers’ responses tends to be on the lack of (appropriate) domestic labour
and/or focuses on the rhetoric of the ‘good’ migrant worker. He notes that in employer
interviews, issues around the use of migrant labour to help intensify workplace regimes
as part of a conscious attempt to shift power from labour to capital are less likely to be
voiced. Likewise, issues concerning the difficulties employers face in terms of paying
higher wages given pressures placed on them to cut costs (e.g. from supermarkets in
the food industry and from care commissioners in the care sector) are mentioned only
occasionally. While these issues are most likely to be apparent amongst occupations
with shorter training requirements, they might also apply to occupations with medium
training requirements.

1.9

Another issue in analyses based on employer surveys is that employers' definitions of
‘skills' vary, including according to the respondent’s position within the organisation.
As discussed in more detail below, shortages/deficiencies often encompass a wide
range of employee behavioural attributes such as reliability, motivation, and the need
for supervisory guidance, in addition to a shortage of specific technical or occupational
skills.

1.4

Structure of the review

1.10

The second part of the review presents overarching themes from a general review of
the literature on employer decisions around skill and employee shortages. First, it
addresses the question: ‘what are skill shortages?’. Secondly, it outlines strategies and
measures used to address skills and employee shortages. Topics examined include
pay and conditions, training and upskilling, recruitment sources and methods, and
work reorganisation/job definition, and organisational culture. Thirdly, it reviews
decision-making about the use of migrant labour.

1.11

The third part of the review presents evidence on employer decisions around skill and
employee shortages by broad occupational group. It presents a brief background to
10

the occupation/sector, followed by a review of mechanisms for addressing skill
shortages, plus any information that was found relating to specific occupations.
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2. Overarching themes: employer decisions around
skill and employee shortages
2.1

What are skill shortages?
Technical and behavioural concepts of skills

2.1

A key issue in the literature regarding employer decisions around skill and employee
shortages is that the concept of ‘skill’ is ambiguous (Green et al., 1998). In a seminal
paper entitled ‘Is there a shortage of skilled labour?’ based on hour-long interviews
with managers in 73 firms exploring labour shortages, recruitment problems and then
skill shortages, Oliver and Turton (1982), concluded that 'skill' is a 'humpty-dumpty'
word; it means just what the user wants it to mean. They made a distinction between
a technical concept of skill foregrounding cognitive ability and manual dexterity, and a
behavioural concept of skill: focusing on the social behaviour of workers within the
context of the firm. They termed the latter the ‘good bloke syndrome’, encompassing
reliability, stability of work record, experience and responsibility. It appeared from
Oliver and Turton’s (1982) study that the ‘skill shortages’ faced by the employers were
not those of applicants lacking or unable to acquire the necessary cognitive or manual
ability, but rather a shortage of potential employees perceived as possessing the
required behavioural characteristics. While acknowledging the importance of
behavioural attributes, noting that in a large number of cases social skills are an
important part of the skill said to be in shortage, Green et al. (1998) highlight that they
should be seen alongside technical skills in the potential list of qualities that employers
are looking for.

2.2

Results from the 2017 Employer Skills Survey, based on responses from over 87,000
employers across the UK, provide insights into key factors in the technical and practical
skills category underlying skill-shortage vacancies. The most common shortages were
for specialist skills or knowledge to perform the role, complex analytical skills and
operational skills – including knowledge of products and services offered and/or
knowledge of how the organisation works. People and personal skills can have a big
impact on the ability of the employee to be an effective member of staff – even for
people with the required technical and practical skills. The types of people and
personal skills most commonly reported to be lacking were self-management skills,
especially the ability to manage one’s own time and task prioritisation (Winterbotham
et al., 2018).

2.3

Indeed, in-depth qualitative research with employers found that what employers tend
to place specific emphasis on is a mix of skills – for example, encompassing digital,
technological, negotiating and other social and behavioural skills (Lyons et al., 2020).

Concepts of shortage and deficiency
2.4

Green et al. (1998) highlighted that ‘shortage’ is an ambiguous term because it raises
the question of shortage in relation to what. It could be a shortage in relation to what
employers currently demand, or in relation to some optimal level of skills. Green et al.
(1998) suggest that a more apt term for the latter is a ‘skills deficiency’.

2.5

There is also an important issue about employers’ time horizons for planning to
address skills needs. Drawing on in-depth work with employers Green and Taylor
(2020) pointed to employers’ needing to do a balancing act of ensuring practical skills
are in place for the ‘here and now’ to deal with ‘business as usual’ operations, while
also looking ahead to the skills needed for future business development and success.

12

2.6

In empirical work, the conventional measure of shortage relates to difficulties in filling
vacancies – and specifically skill-shortage vacancies. The latter are defined in the
Employer Skills Survey as vacancies employers struggle to fill due to a lack of skills,
qualifications, or experience amongst applicants (Winterbotham et al., 2018). In the
2017 Employer Skills Survey 33 per cent of vacancies were reported as being hard-tofill vacancies and 22 per cent were skill-shortage vacancies. Reported impacts from
skill-shortage vacancies included increased workloads for other staff; loss of business
or orders to competitors; delays in developing new products or services; and difficulties
in introducing new working practices.

2.7

According to Green et al. (1998) a skills deficiency may occur even if there is not a
current vacancy. There is also the issue that employers may face shortcomings in the
skills of their current workforce. Results from the Employer Skills Survey showed that
employers identified three main causes of skills gaps: staff being new to the role, being
unable to recruit staff with the required skills, and problems retaining staff. All have
increased since 2015 (Green and Taylor, 2020). From an analytical perspective, it is
important to note that ‘skill shortages’ are not perceived in a uniform and consistent
way by all employers.

The importance of context
2.8

Context is important in employer decision-making, and the shape of existing
immigration policy is a key part of the context in which employers make decisions.
Internationally, as emphasised in a study comparing Sweden and Switzerland (Afonso,
2019), over the longer-term changing gender norms and the development of female
labour market participation (including childcare availability, opportunities to work fulltime, etc.) vis-à-vis the expansion of foreign labour are important, as is the role of
labour market regulation (including occupationally and sectorally). The factors
underlying skills deficiencies, their impact on the organisation, and the responses of
employers to them are all highly complex and contingent upon a number of factors
(Watson et al. 2006). Firm size was a significant determinant in skills-deficiency
perception; growing firms had a higher skills-shortage perception.

Recruitment
2.9

Relative to many European competitors (including Germany, Italy, Belgium, the
Netherlands and France), there has been a tendency in the UK to recruit rather than
train (Lyons et al., 2020). This was the case even though the percentage of skillshortage vacancies reported by employers has remained at 22 per cent or above since
2013.

2.10

Availability of labour/potential recruits is key: in the face of a shortage of ‘ideal’
applicants there are trade-offs between different worker attributes – for example,
English language difficulties may be traded off against willingness to work hard and
learn. Availability/willingness of (potential) employees to work flexibly is an important
consideration in factors traded off.

2.11

When hiring a new worker an employer faces a choice of recruitment strategy. Choices
and trade-offs depend on search costs and frictions, with employers being more likely
to use trade-offs when search and opportunity costs of an unfilled vacancy are higher.
Analyses of US data from a voluntary survey from 1981 and Slovenian administrative
data on vacancies from 2001 showed that an employer was more likely to fill a job
vacancy by hiring an under-qualified worker in three circumstances. First, when search
costs were higher. Secondly, when at the start of the search there was less time to
search at low cost (perhaps because an existing worker leaves quickly). Thirdly, during
the week following an increase in search costs (Brencic, 2010).
13

2.12

These findings contrast with earlier analyses of Dutch vacancy data sets that showed
that the likelihood of hiring an under-educated worker does not increase as the
employer’s search progresses (van Ours and Ridder, 1991). Further analyses of Dutch
vacancy data found that employers responded to higher search costs by making
adjustments to search effort, using a greater number of recruitment channels (van
Ommeren and Russo, 1997).

2.13

Insights into different recruitment channels used by employers are provided in
analyses of informal and formal employer recruitment strategies for clerical workers
drawing on a cross-sectional telephone survey of 3510 establishments in four US
metropolitan areas in 1992-95 using a dynamic, discrete choice structural model
(DeVaro, 2008). Informal methods generated a small but select pool of applicants from
which an employer could hire quickly, while formal methods created a large but less
select applicant pool. The analyses showed that employers were more hesitant to raise
wages offered during the search process in an attempt to fill a vacancy when using
informal methods (since they were less eager to attract candidates of more uncertain
quality) than those using formal methods. It should be borne in mind that some of these
studies used data predating extensive use of the internet for job search, but the
principles of making trade-offs on different dimensions – such as qualification level of
the recruit and/or search effort – remain valid.

2.2

Strategies and measures used to address skills and employee
shortages
Introduction

2.14

A number of strategies (other than forward planning and migration – both of which are
considered separately below) were identified to address these skill and employee
shortages (see Table 2.1).
Table 2.1: Types of strategies and measures to address shortages
Strategy
Measure
Adjusting rewards to
Raising wages,
workers
Raising/ adjusting fringe benefits,
Altering working conditions
Numerical
Recruiting young people,
adjustments to labour Delaying retirement of older workers,
supply
Facilitating re-entry to the labour force – e.g. of women
(including through flexible work practices),
Recruiting immigrants,
Use of non-standard employment practices – e.g. subcontracting, temporary help
Increasing effort/
Increasing hours of work,
output from existing
Increasing intensity of work/ discretionary effort of existing
workers
personnel
Improving quality of
Education and training (to enhance human capital),
existing labour supply Importing skills
Adopting alternative
Problem-solving teams, self-directed work groups
work organisation
Automation
Substituting capital for labour

Recent UK evidence
2.15

Evidence from the 2017 Employer Skills Survey showed that the vast majority (87 per
cent) of establishments that had difficulty filling vacancies had taken action to help
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overcome these difficulties (Winterbotham et al. 2018). The most common actions
taken related to altering recruitment methods, either through increased recruitment
spend (41 per cent of establishments with hard-to-fill vacancies) or using new
recruitment methods (33 per cent of establishments with hard-to-fill vacancies). This is
indicative of more intensive search.
2.16

Redefining existing jobs was the third most common action taken by employers who
had difficulty filling vacancies (14 per cent). In contrast to altering recruitment methods,
redefining jobs was a more common response for small than for large establishments.
9 per cent and 8 per cent of establishments, respectively, increased training of existing
staff or expanded trainee programmes. 8 per cent reported contracting out work, 8 per
cent reported increasing salaries and 5 per cent volunteered (unprompted) that they
recruited non-UK nationals. However, when prompted 38 per cent of establishments
with hard-to-fill vacancies reported seeking to recruit non-UK nationals to fill hard-tofill vacancies. This was a more common than average response in Transport and
Storage, Wholesale and Retail, Construction and the Primary Sector and Utilities, in
London and in large establishments.

2.17

11 per cent of employers that had hard-to-fill vacancies reported that they had not
taken any action in response to facing these recruitment challenges. Not taking action
was much more common among small establishments than larger ones and was most
prevalent in Transport and Storage (17 per cent), followed by Wholesale and Retail
(16 per cent), Construction (16 per cent), and Primary Sector and Utilities (15 per cent).

Pay and conditions
2.18

Raising wages/increments/bonuses and/or non-wage benefits is the “textbook”
response to reduce labour or skill shortages. However, there may be issues about such
a strategy disrupting pay levels/differentials amongst incumbent workers, which may
cause issues for the company concerned in the longer-term. However, enhanced
conditions were an element of a broader approach (along with providing information
about possible opportunities for partners) used in the health sector to attract applicants
in the rural area of Dumfries and Galloway in the context of a lack of applicants
(Hollywood and McQuaid, 2007). In sectors such as agriculture and food, downward
pressures on costs exerted by supermarkets can mean that it is difficult for employers
to raise wages. In jobs which are low-paid and unattractive to domestic UK labour a
response is to turn to migrant labour.

2.19

In the manufacturing and construction sectors there is evidence of poaching driving up
the costs of recruitment and wages (for example, Lewis, 2013; Mason, 2012). In the
automotive sector, the Automotive Council (2013) drew attention to workers with
required skills being drawn from lower down the supply chain; the attraction for the
workers being higher pay rates and more prestigious work (see also Atkinson and
Hargreaves, 2014). In sectors such as car servicing there was evidence of fear of
poaching leading to a reluctance to take on apprentices (Grollmann et al., 2017).
Hence, fears that investment in training will not be recouped can lead to underinvestment in training in aggregate. There is therefore a need for policies and practices
in place to ensure that once apprentices have finished their training they are retained
by the employers that have invested in them (Gambin and Hogarth, 2016). Gambin,
Hogarth, Winterbotham et al. (2016) suggest that one strategy that employers can
adopt to obviate the risk of poaching is to bundle training in the ‘company way’. This
means that it is exclusive to the employer’s workplace (i.e. as firm-specific as possible)
and less readily transferred to other workplaces, so enhancing the likelihood that
apprentices will stay. The authors noted that employers that successfully retain their
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apprentices often mentioned that they used a variety of HR and workplace practices
to ensure apprentices stay with the company.
2.20

Offering competitive pay may be part of a solution to recruit and retain workers in short
supply in the short term, but on its own it may be insufficient in the longer term. Findings
and policy implications from a study of multinational logistics companies in China
involving interviews with executives in global logistics companies and with Chinese
supply chain candidates illustrate this point. The companies sought local management
staff in China and faced greater than expected difficulties in attracting and retaining
them in the face of business expansion (Shi and Handfield, 2012). The reasons for the
difficulties faced were a shortage of qualified candidates, the relative unattractiveness
of the roles in multinational logistics enterprises given other options available and a
mismatch between expectations of foreign managers and potential Chinese
candidates for the roles about what constitutes a competitive salary and benefits.
Solutions to this challenge suggested by the authors include creating training
opportunities for HR managers on Chinese culture and social contexts establishing fair
incentives internally and seeking deeper and broader relationships with Chinese
universities to attract talent.

2.21

Also highlighting the fact that pay on its own cannot address labour and skill shortages,
a large-scale systematic appraisal amongst health professionals, managers and
administrators employed by the NHS of the relative importance of drivers of employee
exodus showed that pay alone was ranked lower than predicted. However, it has a role
to play in the reward-effort imbalance as a result of rising job demands, which emerged
as the primary factor in the analysis (Weyman et al., 2019). Hence pay may be one
measure in the context of others.

2.22

Case study evidence from hotels and resorts in Eastern Australia showed that larger
foreign-owned organisations adopted a number of approaches involving linking skills
to pay in the face of skills shortages. Higher pay was one method used for skilled staff
whose expertise was hard to obtain (Cairncross and Kelly, 2008). Another strategy
involved an increment for formal and informal skill attainment, as part of wider job
performance and remuneration policies adopted as part of a more formal approach to
employee recruitment and retention.

2.23

Use of government wage subsidies to employers, where available (e.g. to employ
younger workers and train them; or for older workers), is another strategy for altering
labour supply. The rationale for wage subsidies is to encourage hiring or retention of
certain sub-groups to compensate for the gap between pay and productivity involved
in employing them. Some evaluation evidence indicated that wage subsidies are not
so successful for older workers; rather, analyses using natural experiments suggests
that the focus should be on removing incentives for early retirement and increasing the
employability of older workers. Drawing on evidence from selected wage subsidy
analyses internationally, only large and properly-targeted subsidies can be expected
to have substantial effects, limiting their cost-effectiveness (Bookman, 2015).

Enhancing numerical flexibility
2.24

Adoption of flexible working practices – including overtime hours (at least as a timelimited solution), flexible part-time working, and more flexible working can aid retention.
Analyses by Fang (2009) using data from the Workplace and Employee Survey, a
nationally representative sample of Canadian organizations, suggests that employers
respond to labour and skill shortages in a number of ways. However, there was a
specific focus on short-term and less costly solutions, such as adoption of flexible
working hours and increases in overtime hours. Other solutions involved greater
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reliance on flexible job design and part-time workers, and implementation of practices
designed to improve efficiency in the workplace including use of problem-solving
teams and/or workers collaborating to address challenges that they faced in producing
goods/delivering services. From this analysis there was no evidence that workplaces
would raise employee wages or fringe benefits to alleviate shortages, or spend more
on training.
2.25

Increasing the supply of labour through temporary help, thereby enhancing numerical
flexibility, is one possible solution to address changing labour supply needs while
containing overall costs. Deploying a two-sector model in which permanent and
temporary (secondary) sectors are presented as distinct labour market segments,
Golden (1996) found that fluctuation in industrial output, intensified foreign competition,
the relative magnitude of non-wage labour costs and the extent of paid time off were
all positively associated with temporary employment. The results more strongly
support 'employer strategy/opportunity' as an explanation for an increase in temporary
help, rather than worker preferences for temporary employment. Earlier analyses
showed a similar result (Golden and Applebaum, 1992).

Training and upskilling
2.26

Some employers have used training or retraining to fill positions, although issues
identified in relation to this, included timescales (whether these are long enough for
training to be a viable strategy to meet needs), the ease of securing suitable training,
and also whether subsequent vacancy back-filling was possible (Lyons et al., 2020). A
review of the literature on skills mismatches (Gambin, Hogarth, Murphy et al., 2016)
noted that training a greater number of people is viewed as a medium- to long-term
solution to shortages. The authors found that some employers had concerns about
finding and resourcing training that met their requirements. Also, employers may be
reluctant to train because of the ‘poaching’ problem – i.e. they may face difficulties in
retaining workers that they have trained, because other employers that do not invest
in training may pay a wage premium to attract such workers (as noted above). There
is also a ‘double pay’ problem – i.e. employers pay for specific training and some
generic training, and then have to pay a wage premium to encourage them to remain
rather than leave (Fang, 2009). However, analysis of an employer survey on skill
shortages across all sectors in Dorset showed that in response to a perceived skills
deficiency problem, just over half (50.3 per cent) of the respondents reported that
additional training would be introduced. This response was substantially higher than
for other policies, such as increasing wages and improving working conditions (17.9
per cent). Over two fifths of respondents reported that they either did not know how
the firm would respond or that the firm would just work around the difficulty (42.1 per
cent for the latter) – which may result in not taking advantage of new market
opportunities. It also showed that both a training-evaluation policy and a focused
training policy significantly reduced the odds of reporting current skills shortages
(Watson et al., 2006). This result is consistent with the view that some employers have
successfully used internal training to avoid skills deficiency problems. Putting training
in place might mean that shortages are less likely to occur. In turn this means that
training solutions would not be identified as a response to skills shortages because the
shortages would not arise in the first place.

2.27

As a policy strategy, the evidence suggests that apprenticeships are generally well
regarded, especially at higher levels, in the UK (Lyons et al., 2020). Analyses of skill
shortages in Germany using data from the German Establishment Panel covering the
period from 2007 to 2012 found apprenticeships and further training served to reduce
the number of skilled vacancies, while retaining older workers or recruiting foreign
workers was less successful (Belman and Hubler, 2014).
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2.28

However, there are some sectors where research has found that apprenticeships are
less well regarded. For example, the business services sector traditionally has fewer
apprentices than firms in other sectors, and a greater share of skills at a higher level.
A study examining apprenticeship take-up amongst business services firms in
Germany and the Netherlands found that in Germany apprenticeship qualifications did
not fit with firm requirements, while in the Netherlands there was no preference for
apprentices over full-time education leavers (Smits and Zwick, 2004). In England there
is emerging evidence that the trend towards co-design of apprenticeships with the
sector and expansion of higher and degree level apprenticeships is seen as positive
by employers in the professional and business services sector as a way of broadening
their recruitment base and helping obviate future skill shortages (Riley et al., 2020).

2.29

Employee involvement can play an important role in upskilling the labour force and
helping innovation. Analyses of the Skills and Employment Survey 2017, a nationally
representative survey of working adults aged 20-65 years in Great Britain, found that
employees of all kinds can come up with ideas about improving products and
processes. The evidence suggests that the strength of employee involvement and the
nature of workplace support are strongly associated with employees’ willingness and
ability to come up with new ideas (Felstead et al., 2020).

Recruitment sources and methods
2.30

Employers use a range of search methods to connect with a range of potential
applicants. One method is the use of intermediaries/agencies to help with recruitment
to address skills shortages and to deal with ‘bureaucracy’ for recruitment of both UK
and non-UK nationals. Agencies connect flexible labour market structures and migrant
labour (McCollum and Findlay, 2018). They play a prominent role in the USA
(Anderson, 2019) and Europe (Andrijasevic and Sacchetto, 2017). Their existence
increases the options available to employers. Employers can contract with temporary
work agencies (which may also provide training to workers and broader recruitment
services to employers) to supply part of their workforce as a medium- to long-term
strategic alternative to direct employment.

2.31

A case study of an IT company showed how fixed-term contracts and agency workers
were used to source dated skills relating to older technologies and skills in ‘cuttingedge’ technologies (where there is a considerable skill shortage in the UK) (Purcell et
al., 2004). The study also showed that this strategy enhanced workforce flexibility,
enabling the company to staff projects in a fluctuating market for their services. A
companion study focusing on a hospital outlined how increasing reliance on agencies
for bank nurses was not part of a planned and considered labour force strategy but
was used because of the scale of the recruitment and retention problems for nurses in
the health service.

2.32

However, there are instances where employers are dissatisfied with the services of
agents/labour providers. In a study of the agribusiness sector, Findlay and McCollum
(2013) show that during the ‘Boom Years’ of 2006-2007 many employers actively
engaged in direct overseas recruitment themselves, rather than rely on agencies; they
were able to do so successfully and saved costs. Hence macroeconomic context
matters.

2.33

Outsourcing in the “gig economy” (defined here as an online labour market [i.e. a digital
platform] that facilitates trade in tasks with global workers) is another way of meeting
demand for labour and skills. This approach involves fragmenting production/services
into tasks and coordinating with individual online contractors at arm’s length. Analysis
based on employer data covering a period from 2008 to 2010 taken from a specific
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online platform showed that of over 80,000 employers (mainly in the USA) who posted
job vacancies, 63 per cent of employers did not hire a worker when first posting a job
vacancy (Stanton and Thomas, 2019). 35 per cent of employers in the data set posted
a vacancy and made a hire but did not use the online platform subsequently. 25 per
cent of employers in the data set adopted the hiring technology (i.e. they hired at least
once and returned to post additional tasks). The vacancies included on the online
platform covered a range of jobs, of which web development and administrative
support were the most common. Employers with prior hiring experience were twice as
likely to fill a vacancy compared to employers who had not hired before. A reasonable
inference from these results is that employers concluded that hiring in the gig economy
via an online platform did not meet their needs.
2.34

In order to address a lack of applicants in the health sector in the rural area of Dumfries
and Galloway, Hollywood and McQuaid (2007) highlighted how strategies included
extending the geographical reach of the recruitment process (to other areas in the UK).
Use of the internet for job search and the web-based gig economy also facilitates
extension of geographical reach.

2.35

Some employers have looked to recruit from the unemployed, or those about to be
made redundant (a source in times of lay-offs); however, there has also appeared to
be some unwillingness to recruit from the long-term unemployed, i.e. those with a lack
of recent work experience. Evidence from a field experiment conducted in Sweden
involving sending 8,466 fictitious job applications, with varying experiences of
unemployment and work, to employers for vacancies in 12 occupations, provides
insights into employers’ decision-making in the early stage of the hiring process, with
particular reference to applicants’ experience of unemployment (Eriksson and Rooth,
2014). Seven of the 12 occupations were categorised by the researchers as
medium/low skill jobs – including installation, maintenance and repair occupations;
construction labourers and carpenters; and bus, truck and taxi drivers; and five were
categorised as high skill jobs (including nurses). The results showed that employers
did not perceive short-term contemporary unemployment spells negatively, suggesting
that employers realised that the matching process takes time. However, contemporary
unemployment spells lasting at least nine months were perceived negatively for
medium/low skill workers – so suggesting a stigma effect. There was no such negative
effect for high skill workers. Long-term spells of unemployment in the past did not
matter for employers, so suggesting that subsequent work experience eliminates this
negative signal. The results suggest some difference in hiring strategies according to
skill level, but they cannot provide separate insights into the position for medium skill
workers.

2.36

Social networking has become increasingly prominent in terms of employers’ reaching
out to/ targeting new staff, and also in migrant recruitment. This may disadvantage the
unemployed. Social networking has been shown to be a longstanding practice
amongst minority ethnic entrepreneurs seeking co-ethnic labour (Bloch and McKay,
2015). Evidence from the USA also points to the role of migrant entrepreneur
subcontractors in drawing in migrants and securing them jobs (Blue and Drever, 2011).
There is evidence that this is important at all occupational levels, including for
engineering and scientific roles in high-technology companies in Silicon Valley
(Alarcon, 1999).

2.37

The use of existing workforce as recruitment agents (including migrant workers) can
yield positive results. There are various reasons why employees might use employee
referrals. First, a firm may simply want to hire people who are similar to the employees
it already has. Given the ‘homophily’ property of social networks (i.e. the fact that an
individual’s social networks tend to contain similar individuals), a firm can take
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advantage of its existing workforce to find other people with similar characteristics.
Second, current employees might reach potential employees who would not respond
to conventional recruitment channels. Third, current employees can potentially let
applicants know whether they are a good match. Fourthly, they may offer credible
information to their employer about whether a potential employee is a good match
(Jackson, 2008).
2.38

Part of the value of migrant workers’ as recruitment agents may stem from the fact that
they may be active in local and global labour markets. Janta and Ladkin (2013),
drawing on findings from a wider mixed-methods study of Polish migrant workers in
the hospitality sector in the UK, showed how migrants in the UK become involved in
worker-driven recruitment. They had responsibility for choosing appropriate methods
for attracting workers, selecting them, and subsequently facilitating settlement. Via
social media they could create and share information easily. In terms of costs saving
and generating trust this approach suits both the employer and the migrant worker.
Likewise, McCollum and Apsite-Berina (2015), drawing on research on migration from
Latvia to lower-wage jobs in the UK, highlight how social networks are an attractive
recruitment channel from the perspective of both migrants seeking employment and
employers seeking employees. For migrants, informal networks of other migrants
represented a quick, trustworthy and effective way of securing employment. For
employers, migrants represented a fast, free, convenient and reliable means of
sourcing workers with appropriate attributes. A study of recruitment in 971 firms in
southern Denmark also highlighted the importance of networks in the recruitment of
foreign labour (Schmidt and Jensen, 2012). Likewise, a study exploring employers’
recruitment strategies in Ireland when boom labour market conditions prevailed
illustrated the importance of mutual trust between employers and employees when the
former used the latter to facilitate recruitment (Moriarty et al., 2012). A possible
downside of this approach of using the existing workforce as recruitment agents is that
employers do not consider the entirety of the available labour pool. Moreover, they are
vulnerable to having a key recruitment channel cut off if the migrants used as
recruitment agents leave their employment and/or provide negative information about
them.

2.39

Other research from the agriculture sector in Sweden highlights the importance of
existing business networks (i.e. networks of firms in the same sector) in recruiting
labour in the context of internationalisation of the labour force (Stenbacka, 2019). This
is because other farmers can recommend individuals with the right skills who need a
job.

Work reorganisation/ job redefinition
2.40

Job (re)design – including implementation of self-directed work groups or problemsolving teams – is one possible response to skill shortages, probably alongside crossfunctional training. Flexible job design, problem-solving teams, and self-directed teams
may yield productivity gains through synergy and increased efficiency (Fang, 2009).
Analyses by Fang (2009) using Canadian data suggest that this is a structural, rather
than a short-term response to shortages. The analyses also highlight significant
complementarities between technological innovations and workplace practice
innovations, and that competition and foreign ownership are important determinants in
their adoption. This suggests that such innovations are more likely to be adopted in
foreign-owned companies.

2.41

In some circumstances employers recruit graduates who are more highly qualified than
is necessary for the job tasks involved (Lewis, 2013). In such cases there is potential
for an employer to redesign the job concerned to separate out more and less complex
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tasks and to exploit graduate level skills in undertaking the former. However, this in
turn can inhibit skills development of workers undertaking the less complex tasks
(Maso, 2013; Diamond et al., 2011).
2.42

Outsourcing is another strategy. This includes outsourcing to the gig economy
(especially where there is scope to separate tasks), but also it can include outsourcing
entire functions. This latter strategy can change the nature of skills required in the UK
(e.g. if certain technical skills are outsourced outside the UK, there may be a greater
emphasis in the UK on generic and consultancy skills [Green and Taylor, 2020]). It is
difficult to estimate how many employers use the gig economy and there are no official
statistics on this. Survey research focusing on workers indicated that the number of
people in the UK working for online platforms at least once a week increased from 4.7
per cent of the adult population to 9.6 per cent between 2016 and 2019 (University of
Hertfordshire, 2019). The definition used was a broad one, encompassing undertaking
paid tasks via a website or ‘app’ accessed via a laptop, smartphone or other internetconnected device. The majority of the people did such work to top-up other income.

Automation
2.43

Automation of tasks (through capital investment) is one strategy to reduce and/or
change the need for labour. Agriculture is one sector where automation has been used
to decrease the number of jobs (Gindele et al., 2016). In construction, automation has
potential in the long-term to substitute for repetitive and physically demanding aspects
of work, as in the case of bricklaying (Pegden, 2019). Ideally, automation will result in
efficiency gains. However, there are roles that are resistant to automation, as in the
case of many occupations in the cultural sector (Bakhshi et al., 2017). There are
instances where automation is either not viable or is not a cost-effective strategy, as
in the case of some aspects of butchery where machines are less dextrous than
humans in cutting carcases of differently sized and shaped animals.

2.44

The impacts of automation on labour requirements vary according to context. In some
circumstances automation leads to a decreased demand for labour (i.e. capital is used
as a substitute for labour). However, in most circumstances automation leads to a
change in the types of skills demanded. In some instances, changes in skills profiles
might lead to a reduction in demand. This is the case regarding mechanisation in the
textile, weaving and knitting industries. Roles with shorter training requirements are
most at risk (Richards-Carpenter, 2016). Those with medium training requirements are
also vulnerable, as in the case of many craft roles, with the exception of those that are
most niche (Bertram, 2017). In other instances, demand for roles at RQF3-5 level may
increase at the expense of jobs with shorter training requirements – for example, as
technician roles relating to systems/machine maintenance and operation become
more important while demand for labourers reduces. Automation often increases the
demand for digital skills, as in the case of modern methods of construction (Davies et
al., 2018).

Organisational culture
2.45

Management quality (of managers and the broader institutional culture) is central to
shaping the opportunities made available to, and the incentives for, employees to
participate in skills development and to utilise their skills in the workplace (Lyons et al.,
2020).

2.46

Case study evidence drawing on interviews with managers and migrant workers
showed that employers using large numbers of migrant workers in jobs with shorter
training requirements adopted a ‘hard’ human resource management (HRM) strategy,
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in which workers were seen as a resource that needed to be controlled to achieve the
highest profit and a competitive advantage. There was a dissonance between
maintaining a competitive advantage based on low labour costs, and retention of highly
committed workers with a strong work ethic (Forde and MacKenzie, 2009). Other
studies of low-skilled migrant workers have highlighted a similar approach (Fitzgerald,
2007; Holgate, 2005). A ‘soft’ approach to HRM focuses on competitive approaches
that are reliant on the human resource attributes of the workforce. The employer in this
study used informal methods of recruitment, particularly social networks of existing
workers and members of the local community, as a means of attracting workers with
similar characteristics (particularly a strong work ethic and high levels of motivation) to
the current workforce, supplemented by formally advertising vacancies to the general
public. The company’s ability to maintain an attachment to a ‘low wage long hours’
strategy, using a hard HRM strategy, was facilitated by the expansion of the European
Union and the increasing availability of migrant workers. This meant an ongoing supply
of migrant workers, alongside ad hoc responses to high levels of turnover.

2.3

Decision making about the use of migrant labour
The immigration regime

2.47

The immigration regime is a key determinant in shaping decision-making about the use
of migrant labour. There is a classic distinction between ‘demand-driven’ and ‘supplydriven’ selection of migrant labour. In demand-driven migration, demand from
employers, in the form of a job offer, is a precondition for eligibility. Under ‘supplydriven’ migration, by contrast, no job offer is required; authorisation to work is given
directly to the individual on the basis of their characteristics, and they then find a job.
Sumption (2019) notes that an employer sponsorship (i.e. a demand-driven) approach
to immigration in skilled roles gives employers more power over their workforce
because it is difficult for the worker to move to another job. Hence, it reduces the
bargaining power of migrant workers in the labour market and so puts downward
pressure on their wages and increases the risk of labour exploitation. Disadvantages
of the demand-driven approach is that it increases the administrative burden
associated with hiring migrant labour. It may also curtail employers’ ability to select
migrant workers when employer sponsorship is restricted to certain industries and
occupations. She suggests that the implication is that a demand-driven approach is
likely to improve the skill composition of labour migrants, but reduce the total number
of skilled workers admitted. By contrast, the supply-driven approach involves less
bureaucracy, but has the disadvantage that workers may be lost to other employers.

Insights from human capital theory
2.48

Human capital theory perspectives suggest that human capital factors underpin
employer decision-making about migrant recruitment in three ways. The first is human
capital supply challenges (i.e. to address skill shortages). The second is innovation
(i.e. to bring new skills, capabilities and ideas to the organisation). The third is cost
effectiveness (i.e. to attract and retain employees with valuable human capital at an
economic discount relative to competitors). The relative importance of these factors
was tested in analysis of a survey of 1,602 employer respondents who sponsored
temporary skilled visa holders in Australia in 2012 (Wright and Constantin, 2020). The
findings showed that employers recruit higher skilled immigrants to address vacancies
for jobs with longer training requirements. However, respondents across all industries
other than education and training were more likely to cite interpersonal competencies
(such as strong teamwork and people management skills, and personality and values)
as important rather than hard skills (measured as recognised qualifications, unique
specialisation, and unique industry experience) when assessing skilled migrants for
recruitment. Accommodation and food services, construction, and manufacturing in
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particular were especially likely to cite interpersonal competencies. Organisations may
seek to bring in new skills, capabilities and ideas that are not currently present within
the organisation, but which may help it to attain a human capital advantage over its
competitors Innovation-oriented rationales (i.e. bringing in new skills, capabilities and
ideas not currently present in the organisation) provided relatively weak motivations
for employers recruiting temporary sponsored migrants. There were exceptions in
other services, professional, scientific and technical services, and in education and
training, where employers perceived temporary sponsored skilled migrants as
moderately important for knowledge transfer. In terms of cost-effectiveness, the survey
analysis reveals that relatively low pay in industries such as accommodation and food
services, manufacturing and construction makes temporary sponsored skilled migrants
an attractive solution for employers in these industries to address their skills needs.

Mechanisms affecting employers’ recruitment of migrant labour
2.49

It is possible to distinguish two sets of mechanisms that affect a strategy of recruiting
labour from abroad. First, there are internal mechanisms: an international orientation,
reflected by an international business strategy and an international workforce may
affect recruiting abroad. Multi-national enterprises are likely to recruit abroad because
their business structure requires personnel to operate across establishments in a
range of countries. International recruitment and circulation of staff internationally
transfers knowledge and helps foster a global business culture. Moreover, in such
enterprises the human resource infrastructure (i.e. tools and capacities) is likely to exist
to recruit abroad. Foreign ownership, a high level of exporting and a high share of
foreign workers in the workforce may also be hypothesised to be positively associated
with recruitment from abroad. Second, there are external mechanisms, including
labour market conditions – such as high demands for skilled labour or low levels of
supply – that might lead to recruitment from abroad. For firms operating in very
competitive markets raising wages may not be an option; hence recruiting from abroad
might be an attractive strategy in order to keep wages low.

2.50

Empirical analysis by Bossler (2016) based on data from a large German
establishment level survey, tested associated hypotheses:
•

Foreign ownership is associated with recruiting abroad;

•

Exporting firms are more likely to recruit internationally;

•

In the presence of a high share of foreign employees, employers are more
likely to use foreign labour markets for recruiting;

•

Employers reporting a high demand for skilled labour are more likely to recruit
abroad; and

•

Regional scarcity of labour is associated with recruiting abroad.

Results from regression modelling reveal that the share of foreign workers in the
workforce enhances recruiting abroad. They also show that internationally operating
businesses more likely recruit from abroad. The modelling results also indicate that
regional scarcity of labour and a high demand for skilled labour affects the
employer’s decision to recruit abroad.

Sector-based insights
2.51

Hiring and use of migrant labour use tends to be connected to economic logics that
are universal, at the same time as having local firm, size, industry, sector‐based and
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occupational idiosyncrasies (Scott, 2013c) – hence the value of employer insights on
local specificity (for example, see Anderson and Ruhs, 2010).
2.52

Results from a study of migrant workers in small London hotels utilising mixed methods
study and drawing on a survey of 155 hotel managers and 51 in-depth interviews
(Markova et al., 2016) underscored the value of detailed intra-sectoral insights. The
study found that where employers sat in terms of the relative weight, they gave costs
compared to competences when recruiting varied between hotels in the same city.
Hospitality, along with construction and food and drink, is one of the sectors where use
of migrant workers is longstanding, particularly to meet employers’ needs for a flexible
labour force (Rolfe, 2017).

2.53

Some industries have features that are conducive to the recruitment of migrant
workers. Construction is one such industry. Fellini et al. (2017) notes that it is a labourintensive industry where labour shortages are increasing. It produces mainly immobile
products: production sites are immobile, so workers have to be mobile. Moreover, the
sector is characterised by a fragmented production process, dominated by small and
medium sized companies and a subcontracting model. From analysis of interviews in
each of six countries (including the UK) with relevant institutional actors, 72 employers
and human resource managers in large and medium sized companies, they concluded
that decisions to recruit foreign workers were guided by two main (interconnected)
aims: coping with labour shortages and minimising costs. They found that foreign
workers were recruited either from abroad, from a pool of foreign workers already in
the country – either directly or indirectly via subcontractors, or through their own
internal labour market.

2.54

In the UK food industry Scott (2013a) posits that recruitment at the bottom of the labour
market is not just about getting people into jobs with shorter training requirements, but
rather about getting the right kind of people into jobs. Hence labour shortages are an
issue of quality as well as quantity. As a result, a hiring queue is created, in which
employers order different but competing groups of prospective workers according to
their perceived employability. He found that low-wage employers’ preferred recent
migrants from Central and Eastern Europe because of their willingness to work for low
wages in jobs below their qualification levels, and had a prejudice towards potential
domestic workers who were perceived as less willing to take low-paid jobs and having
a poorer work ethic (Scott, 2013a, 2013b).

2.55

There is a good deal of case study and qualitative research indicating that employers
studied perceived migrant workers to have a better work ethic than native workers (for
example, see MacKenzie and Forde, 2009; Tannock, 2013). Reviewing the extant
literature accounts of why businesses employ migrant workers shows that employers
are focused on the perceived qualities (or lack thereof) of workers, with businesses
naturally concerned about accessing the best quality workers at the lowest possible
cost (Scott, 2013a). In a study examining the ethnic division of labour on Norwegian
construction sites, Friberg (2012) found that Polish migrants and their particular 'work
culture' (i.e. hard working and well-suited to manual tasks in construction where they
were told what to do) were perceived by Norwegian employers as being well-suited for
work in the firms' temporary external workforces. However, Polish migrants were
considered unfit for permanent positions unless they assimilated to a 'Norwegian work
culture', characterised by greater freedom and more responsibility to get tasks done
without being told what to do. This was because employers believed that they would
lack the independent thinking and autonomous decision-making they were looking for
in these roles, meaning that Polish workers could find themselves at the back of the
recruitment queue for such jobs, while being in high demand for less autonomous,
lower-skilled work – despite their skill levels. The literature review found fewer attempts
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to measure work ethic in quantitative terms. Analyses of absences using Labour Force
Survey data revealed that when A8 migrant workers first arrive in the UK, they record
substantially lower absence than native workers (Dawson et al., 2018). This lower rate
is interpreted as indicative of a good work ethic. The analyses also showed that these
migrant absence levels assimilated within two to four years, so indicating that a good
work ethic might be a time-limited phenomenon.

Network recruitment of migrant labour: rationale and implications
2.56

Discussing developments in the use of immigrant labour in the USA, Rodriguez (2004)
notes that a key economic advantage of employing immigrants is acquiring a selfregulating and self-sustaining labour supply; one that is self-recruiting, self-training,
and self-disciplining. He notes that many employers – in both primary and secondary
labour markets – have developed a penchant for foreign workers. Consequently,
transnational structures of immigration have emerged and expanded across US local
areas. This suggests that once in the habit of recruiting in a particular way, this
becomes a norm.

2.57

Moriarty et al. (2012) described how in a booming labour market in Ireland, immigrants
became the employees of choice, not least because of issues of costs and obedience,
but also because they brought new skills, in particular soft skills. Indeed, employers in
some sectors developed a categorical preference for migrant workers as they recruited
for attitude, work ethic and potential.

2.58

Frank (2018) argues that practices that drive the employment of migrants in
occupations with shorter training requirements (highlighted by Forde and Mackenzie,
2009) have also diffused to firms that employ high-skilled migrants from India and
China. He argues that managers tend to continue to recruit migrants from particular
national categories once they have started doing this. In part, this is because of
managers’ preferences for network recruitment (Waldinger and Lichter, 2003): search
for new workers in the social networks of workers they have already employed lowers
the risks that are associated with hiring new personnel. Moreover, employed migrants
readily forward information about job openings to friends and relatives. Drawing on a
multiple case study of 13 knowledge-intensive firms in Sweden that had employed
skilled migrants from India and/or China, he suggests managers had views of the
attributes of these migrants (including their social disposition and orientation towards
work) that were similar to those ascribed to migrants filling jobs with lower training
requirements. Although managers valued these attributes, they might contradict other
attributes that managers are searching for in high-skilled workers. Reasons given by
managers for employing migrants from these countries included being able to pay them
less than Swedish workers, that it was difficult to find Swedish workers, and that having
migrants gives a competitive edge in the market. When recruiting such migrant workers
(from particular countries) for the first time, managers drew on experience of other
organisations/institutions (e.g. other employers, universities) in order to lower the risks
of lack of experience of international recruitment from new countries.

Lack of alternative sources of labour
2.59

In the face of a lack of applicants, some employers may have little choice but to rely
on recruitment of foreign workers. This need not be disadvantageous to the employer.
This is exemplified by experience from a study in Washington State in the USA where
there is a heavy reliance on foreign-born workers to provide long-term care. Despite
three in four nursing home administrators reporting language issues, and a third
reporting challenges related to cultural and/or religious differences of migrant workers,
the proportion of foreign-born employees was positively associated with independent
facility quality ratings (Acker et al., 2015).
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2.60

Timescales are also important – for example, in nursing type roles it takes too long for
trainees to come through the system. This means that while in health and care
(particularly in the NHS) there is an emphasis on increasing training to expand the
supply of labour, and pay and conditions have been improved to help attract and retain
staff, there continues to be recruitment from outside the UK in order to meet staffing
targets (Deeming, 2004).

2.61

More broadly, employers face a balancing act of ensuring practical skills are in place
for the ‘here and now’ to deal with ‘business as usual’ operations, while also looking
ahead to the skills needed for future business development and success; as such they
may deploy a mix of strategies to meet short-term needs and longer-term needs.

2.62

Research with employers on skills requirements looking forward emphasises that a
mix of skills (generally involving technical/digital and softer skills – not all of which are
developed in the current education system) is increasingly important in a rapidly
changing and complex labour market (Lyons et al., 2020). Businesses use formal and
less formal processes to identify skills needs, with larger companies being more likely
to have formalised procedures in place. Outside of some large employers, there is a
general lack of detailed evaluation of specific training/skills development strategies.
Larger employers may seek broader and deeper relationships with
universities/colleges to facilitate development of curricula to meet their needs.

The relative ease of employing migrant labour
2.63

The relative ease of employing migrants is also a factor in their employment. Evidence
from the construction sector in Ireland in the ‘Celtic Tiger’ economic boom years
suggests that an open labour market policy facilitated use of migrant workers by
employers to address labour and skills shortages at a variety of levels (Krings et al.,
2011). Larger firms transformed into ‘management firms’, outsourcing parts of the
production process to subcontractors and recruitment agencies. Consequently, these
firms only had a relatively small share of directly employed migrants, mainly in higherskilled construction positions. Often their main exposure to migrant labour was through
subcontractors and agency labour on building sites via subcontracting arrangements
and informal recruitment patterns. Hence EU migrants played an important role in
meeting employers’ needs for a flexible workforce. As the economic situation changed
from boom to bust, the bargaining power of employers increased. However, there is
also evidence that some employers turn to migrant workers because of a lack of other
sources of supply, even though this is not a costless solution. Insights from a telephone
survey with fifty employers across a range of sectors in Dumfries and Galloway (a rural
area in Scotland with an ageing population) highlighted that such recruitment could
involve the costs of specialist recruitment agencies, translation services and even
accommodation (Hollywood and McQuaid, 2007).

2.64

There is some indicative evidence from science and engineering in the US that making
it easier to employ migrants enabled employers to specify precisely the qualities
desired to fill a particular job quickly, while limiting prospects for US workers who could
fill that job with some retraining. Martin (2012) focused on the science and engineering
sector, and specifically computer-related jobs where foreign science and engineering
workers are concentrated. The sector has been prone to periods of boom and bust,
with implications for labour demand. This led on the one hand to universities and
employers seeking students/workers in science and engineering, and on the other to
lay-offs of US scientists and engineers during economic downturns. The latter group
may believe that employers prefer foreigners because they are willing to work “hard
and scared” to keep their US jobs while being sponsored by their employers for US
immigrant visas. After a period of downturn in the engineering labour market, most
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employers preferred to hire young graduates who may have more up-to-date skills and
expect lower salaries than older engineers who may have found other jobs during the
downturn. The wage and opportunity gaps between the USA and migrant countries of
origin have supported the development of a migration infrastructure that helps students
and workers enter the United States. This in turn raises the issue of whether easy
access to skilled foreigners distorts US labour markets and affects the education and
career choices of US students. This underlines the importance of working towards an
optimal balance between migrant recruitment and investment in training.
2.65

Research exploring recruitment strategies in Ireland when boom labour market
conditions prevailed, highlighted how a casualised approach to recruitment was
favoured, privileging softer skills in a booming labour market over credentialised skills.
This has privileged migrant workers (in part due to perceptions of a good work ethic)
(Moriarty et al., 2012). Employers reported requiring quite a diverse range of
qualifications, skills and experience (though this varied by sector). Employers’ concept
of ‘skill’ was quite vague, encompassing both educational qualifications and
specialised training and soft skills (attitude and personality), but the latter
predominated, with experience being privileged above qualification and potential
above qualifications. The consequence was a flexibilisation of recruitment for skills and
experience.
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3. Review of evidence on employer decisions around
skill and employee shortages by broad
occupational groups at RQF3-5 level
3.1

Administrative and secretarial occupations (Major Group 4)

3.1

Little evidence was found on employer decision-making for this occupational group.
However, Stirling (2015) found that EU-15 migrants in the UK are well-represented in
this occupational group.

3.2

Public service and associate professionals (Minor Groups
356, 331 and 355)

3.2

No relevant academic literature was identified.

3.3

A submission to the MAC highlighted the lack of interest amongst prospective
employees in the UK for veterinary inspection roles. In the face of insufficient
applicants from the UK, it has been necessary to turn to recruitment from outside the
UK. Those with a background in agriculture, food safety or veterinary technician work
and have relevant baseline qualifications are trained to the qualification of Meat
Hygiene Inspector. A veterinary services provider notes that over 90 per cent of recruits
have been from other EU member states.

3.3

Business associate professionals (Minor Groups 352, 353 and
354)

3.4

The literature on business services tends to focus on RQF6+ rather than RQF3-5 level
occupations. A report on skilled migration to the UK (George et al., 2012) focused on
migration as a means of meeting strategic skill needs, including in the financial services
industry, with an emphasis on banking services. The report found that companies
sought migrant workers with strategically important skills which were not seen as
readily available among UK resident workers, for example, banks recruited migrant
workers to fill gaps in specialist skill areas. However, the banks whose representatives
participated in the study also employed staff who had language skills and an in-depth
understanding of business and culture in international locations. In addition to
recruiting migrant workers, cross-border transfers of staff within multinational
corporations was another means of meeting these strategic skill needs.

3.5

The newly established UK Financial Skills Services Taskforce (2020) stated in their
final report that skill shortages in the banking sector could not be addressed sufficiently
by reliance on migrant talent. The task force recommends that a new, permanent Skills
Commission should be set up for the financial sector to consider alternative means of
meeting the skill needs.

3.6

Focusing on accounting, a study by Weller (2017) explored migrant accountants who
moved to Australia in 2005-10, when accounting was classified as an ‘in demand’
occupation. Although accounting is an occupation with longer training requirements,
the study is nevertheless of relevance here because one of its main findings is that a
significant minority of migrant accountants moved into other, accounting-related
occupations with medium training requirements. The largest group, 30-40 per cent of
migrant accountants worked in accounting or in related professional and managerial
positions; another 20–30 per cent were employed in accounting-related administrative
and clerical occupations (which are amongst jobs with medium training requirements),
and the remainder were spread among other occupations, especially retailing (for
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women) and transport-related occupations (for men). The study concluded that while
the migration pathway known as ‘the employer nomination pathway’ responded to
existing vacancies in the accounting labour market, in other visa categories an
accounting qualification was used as a proxy for the type of skill favoured in a general
migration programme, in this case, numerical skills. In these visa categories, migrant
accountants ‘trickled across’ and ‘trickled down’ to work in a range of occupations,
most of which were not recognised as skill shortage occupations.
3.7

In a submission to the MAC a stakeholder indicated that it was hard to recruit the
following occupations: 3520: Legal associate professionals; 3539: Business and
related associate professionals – including Data analysts; 3531: Estimators, valuers
and assessors; 3541: Buyers and procurement officers; 3542: Business sales
executives; and 3543: Marketing associate professionals. It was also noted that there
remains a consistent demand for data analysts, including during the Covid-19 crisis.

3.4

Health and social care occupations (Sub-major Group 32 and
61 and Minor Group 124)
Health care occupations

3.8

Regular workforce planning plays a key role in the NHS, the largest employer in the
UK, to help ensure there are sufficient number of staff with the right skills at the right
time. This process involves key stakeholders and informs the commissioning of training
places. Key strategies used to address skill shortages in the NHS include: employment
of bank or agency staff, changes in skill mix; staff development (growing your own
staff); and international recruitment. At the same time, the NHS is also looking for ways
to increase its productivity, including through adopting new technologies. Pay is highly
regulated in this public service organisation through the Agenda for Change and Pay
Review Bodies making recommendations to Government.

3.9

In the health care sector, literature on skills shortages has focused on degree-level
occupations, largely due to the lead-time of at least three years’ training (and more for
medical doctors). The Shortage Occupation List (SOL) at the time of writing includes
a number of degree-level occupations, such as medical practitioners and nurses, while
the focus of this review is on qualifications below this level, at RFQ3-5. However, an
earlier study (UKCES, 2014) indicates that there is an expectation that migrant workers
in health and social care will help address shortages in jobs with shorter training
requirements as well as jobs with longer training requirements.

3.10

Decisions to recruit from overseas, as part of a wider longer-term workforce strategy,
will be informed by the organisation’s own workforce data on vacancy and turnover
and data on the national situation, as well as financial considerations at NHS Hospital
Trust level. Rather than acting as individual employers, organisations are encouraged
to collaborate with local or regional partners to draw on existing experience, to enable
the sharing of processes and/or costs associated with international recruitment. An
example is the pan-London Capital Nurse programme, which was established in 2015
to create a sustainable local nursing workforce, and which developed a pan-London
best practice overseas recruitment guide (NHS Employers, 2020). Employers may
decide to recruit international staff in cohorts to support them efficiently through their
induction and training. Due to the worldwide shortage of health care professionals
employers need to recruit ethically and are strongly advised to adhere to the UK Code
of Practice (CoP) for international recruitment, with NHS Employers maintaining the
list of recruitment agencies adhering to the code (NHS Employers, 2020, drawing on
employer good practice case studies).
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3.11

No pertinent information was identified for the following occupations: Dispensing
opticians (3216); Health associate professionals N.E.C. (3219); Health care practice
managers (1241); Nursery nurses and assistants (6121) – although some generic
information relating to the early years workforce is the section other caring
occupations; Dental nurses (6143); Pharmaceutical technicians (3217). In the case of
Medical and dental technicians (3218), a report by Fuller et al. (2013) noted that there
is a lack of detailed workforce data on technician roles in the health care sector.

Nursing auxiliaries and assistants (6141)
3.12

The Interim NHS People Plan (2019) identified a need for ‘urgent, accelerated action
to tackle nursing vacancies, especially in primary and community, mental health and
learning disability settings’ (p.3). To help alleviate nursing shortages, the new role of a
nursing associate (requiring a two-year apprenticeship leading to RQF level 5) has
been introduced in England in a number of test sites back in 2017. It is a new entry
route in its own right and it is also a stepping-stone to degree level nursing for people
who want to pursue this route. The Interim NHS People Plan has committed to
providing training for an additional 7,500 nursing associates in 2019, with 1,693 being
registered with the Nursing and Midwifery Council in March 2020 (Nursing and
Midwifery Council, 2020). While new roles take time to bed in, an initial evaluation
among trainee nursing associates was largely positive, yet it was found that
acceptance among colleagues still needed to be improved (Traverse, 2018). A study
led by Kings College London2 is (at the time of writing) examining the new role and
how it can help to improve some of the recruitment and retention problems in this area.
Initial findings suggest that the large majority of successful applicants are recruited
from healthcare support workers employed at hospitals (Health Education England,
2019) and one case study suggests that some applicants needed support to achieve
the required NVQ level 2 and 3 in English and Maths (NHS Improvement, 2019). The
qualitative part of an initial evaluation also indicates that many aspire to go to university
and become a registered nurse through this route (Traverse, 2018), suggesting that
this is an important staff development and progression route facilitating recruitment
and retention in the NHS. Being able to tap into existing funding via the NHS
Apprenticeship Levy may help to facilitate the roll out. The employer referred to in the
case study earlier reported that the establishment of the new training has helped to
significantly reduce agency spending for health care assistants and improved care.

Care occupations
3.13

2

Increased demand for care services is expected to continue given the ageing of the
population. At the same time the sector experiences a high number of vacancies
(estimated to be 122,000 or 7.8 per cent of all roles) (Skills for Care, 2019), with
stakeholders describing the situation predominantly as challenging, in a study
conducted by Moriarty, Manthorpe & Harris (2018). Employers used a range of
recruitment channels (including word of mouth) to attract staff and employ around 17
per cent non-British workers (8 per cent from the EU and 9 per cent from outside the
EU) (Skills for Care, 2019), yet they are also experiencing high turnover rates. An
earlier study, based on interviews with employers and recruitment agencies, reported
that the ‘main drive for recruiting migrant workers was to address workforce shortages,
whether through specific recruitment campaigns outside the UK or through the
employment of newly arrived migrants seeking work’ (Hussein et al, 2011). Exploring
social care managers’ responses to tightening immigration rules in the first half of the
2010s, Manthorpe et al. (2018) outlined the stresses and tensions faced by managers
in implementing new/changing immigration regulations and managing the risks of non-

https://blogs.kcl.ac.uk/socialcareworkforce/2019/06/25/national-study-starts-of-new-nursing-role/
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compliance, while still running their service. Asked about the key drivers for recruiting
migrant social care workers, Hussein et al. (2011) found in their large qualitative study
among employers that this is mainly due to the difficulty of recruiting UK workers to
those jobs. The study showed that employers valued migrant workers for what they
bring to care work, such as being hard-working and their caring approach to those they
care for – often older people who may be held in greater esteem in their home countries
than is the case in the UK.
3.14

To help reduce the number of vacancies in adult social care, the Department for Health
and Social Care ran national recruitment campaigns in 2019 and 2020. There has also
been a stronger focus on value-based recruitment for some time to help attract the
individuals with values and behaviours that align with those of the care provider into
the job. Social care is a rewarding yet poorly-paid job despite some recent pay
increases following the introduction of the National Living Wage (NLW) in 2016 for
those aged 25 and over. Local authorities set a financial framework for the care
services they commission, based on the funding they receive from central government,
and this greatly affects the pay rates of care workers.

3.15

The review identified no recent specific evidence on employers’ decision-making
around skill and employee shortage for senior care workers. However, in earlier studies
stakeholders, including employers and recruitment agencies, made some references
to senior care worker shortages (Hussein et al., 2011), with some employers applying
for licences to be able to recruit senior care workers from non-EU countries (Manthorpe
et al., 2018). Care workers can progress to senior care workers who typically complete,
or have completed, an RQF level 3 apprenticeship. Vacancy data reported by Skills for
Care (2019) suggest that it is easier to recruit senior care workers than it is to recruit
care workers (5.7 per cent compared to 9.0 per cent). The senior care worker role
offers a modest increase in pay (rising on average from £16,200 to £17,600 in the
independent sector, which employs most care workers (Skills for Care, 2019) and more
job security, as relatively fewer senior care workers than care workers are on zero
hours contracts (Skills for Care, 2019). Employers may see the progression route as a
tool to help develop and retain valued care workers. However, a submission to the
MAC highlights the fact the consistent demand for more staffing in this industry, noting
that it is a profession of high social value (that has become more apparent during the
2020 COVID-19 pandemic). Salaries for this job are particularly low, and the
submission argues it is difficult to see how employers would be able to sponsor workers
under the current Tier 2 (General) system salary threshold.

Residential, day and domiciliary care managers and proprietors (1213)
3.16

Besides recent vacancy figures indicating that these are lower for managers compared
to care workers (see above), and thus suggesting relatively fewer recruitment issues,
the study did not identify any further relevant research. Orellana’s (2014) scoping study
on care home managers and owners focused on their role, recruitment and reasons
for leaving, among others. It noted that a small number of owners did not have a
required registered manager in place, yet the reasons for not recruiting a permanent
manager remain unclear.

3.5

Other caring occupations
Early years care

3.17

Extant literature focuses on challenges in recruitment and retention in the early years
workforce, but largely addresses issues across occupations working in this sector. The
Education Policy Institute and Ceeda are authoritative sources of intelligence on the
early years sector.
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3.18

Ceeda’s 2019 early years workforce survey, involving in excess of 550 organisations,
found that most vacancies were for jobs requiring an RQF3-5 qualification and that the
number of hard-to-fill vacancies was higher compared to the average across all sectors
(21 per cent compared to 8 per cent), with London, the South East and the West
Midlands being most affected. The survey shows that those who had experienced
recruitment difficulties responded most often by recruiting candidates with potential
without the required qualifications or experience, and then investing in upskilling.
Other, less prevalent, training-related actions included paying for qualifications or
developing apprenticeship schemes (27 per cent each). Other actions taken by about
30 per cent of responding employers were to increase the supply of staff flexibly by
increasing the use of overtime or using bank staff, while making much less use of
agency staff (11 per cent) who are generally more expensive. Offering higher salaries
in a low-paid sector facing financial pressures was an action taken by 19 per cent of
survey respondents, with very few employers recruiting staff from abroad (4 per cent)
(Ceeda, 2020). Overall, this study suggests that investment in training to help upskill
new recruits in the childcare sector is a key response to staff shortages and in
particular hard-to-fill vacancies, flanked by other measures.

3.19

Non-UK born staff play a minor role in this sector, with around 2.7 per cent in the Ceeda
survey reported to be EU nationals. A study based on Labour Force Survey data
(including nursery nurses and assistants, childminders and related occupations,
playworkers, teaching assistants and educational support assistants) found that 14 per
cent were non-UK born, with 6.2 per cent being from the EU (Bonetti, 2019).
Recruitment and retention issues were reported to have increased for level 3 staff
according to another workforce survey, based on more than 500 employer responses
(NDNA, 2018).

Other occupations
3.20

The review did not locate pertinent literature for the other occupations identified in the
identified sub-major group.

3.6

Skilled construction and building trades (Sub-major group 50)
Background

3.21

Research on the construction and building sector shows that it is a volatile sector,
prone to gluts and shortages in demand for workers (CIOB, 2015), with these problems
being most evident in more skilled occupations (HM Government, 2013). This means
that workers with intermediate skills tend to be recruited on a project by project basis
(Farmer, 2016). This volatility has been exacerbated by recent changes in the
residential construction sector, particularly the decline in council house building (i.e.
the social rented sector). Traditionally, council house building was used as a countercyclical demand tool not only for the residential construction market, but for an array
of associated construction work. Employers would move into the council house sector
when demand was lower in the private housing market, giving them continuity of
income and allowing them to employ more workers on a more or less permanent basis,
retaining their skills in the organisation and reducing the need for recruitment (Farmer,
2016).

3.22

Due to its project-specific nature, the construction sector has a long history of
flexibilised employment structures (Buckley et al. 2016). The sector has a very high
proportion of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) estimated at around 90 per
cent of firms and there is a high degree of self-employment and, relatedly, large
amounts of sub-contracting. Behling and Harvey (2015) point to a high level of bogus/
false self-employment. False self-employment describes self-employed persons who
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declare themselves (or were declared) as self-employed ‘simply to reduce tax
liabilities, or employers’ responsibilities’ on a massive scale in the sector, A large
proportion of workers in the construction sector are in business on their own account
and have no employer who is directly responsible for their supervision and
development.
3.23

Some jobs, such as groundworks and concrete laying, require significant experience
and training. Yet these jobs are often considered as having low- and medium skill
requirements (Anderson and Ruhs, 2012).

Mechanisms for addressing skill shortages
3.24

Poaching: By far the most common strategy for addressing skills shortages identified
in the literature was simply poaching workers from other firms. This was seen by
employers as an easy recruitment practice because they could recruit skilled and
experienced workers without the need to invest in training. The worker’s employment
in a rival organisation was seen as a recommendation of their suitability, meaning that
the recruitment process could be less onerous for employers using this strategy. In
some cases, poaching involved offering more money than subcontracting firms, but for
the most part, it involved offering better working conditions, longer contracts and more
prestigious or skilled work. In this way, larger firms were able to draw appropriately
skilled employees away from firms lower down the supply chain (Atkinson and
Hargreaves, 2014).

3.25

Developing the skills pipeline and promoting training: In a submission to the MAC,
a professional body for construction management highlighted the importance of the
construction industry in supporting the UK’s economic recovery and delivering the UK
Government’s levelling up agenda and national infrastructure priorities. In order to
achieve the goal, the professional body made the case that the construction industry
needs to have flexible and timely access to non-UK workers to bridge any emerging
skills needs that could impact recovery and growth of the UK economy. The argument
was that training needs to be seen alongside continued access to migrant workers to
provide the flexibility that the industry needs.

3.26

When intermediate skills are in short supply, one recourse open to employers is to train
up employees with lower level skills. However, Dromney et al. (2017) find that
employers in the construction sector are less likely than average to train their
employees. This can largely be attributed to the short-term, project-based nature of
the construction sector, which has been found to be a disincentive to investment in
training that could develop a skills pipeline in individual organisations and in the sector
as a whole. Workers with intermediate skills are a transient, casualised and often selfemployed workforce, meaning that employers consider it unlikely that they will see any
return on their investment (Chan et al., 2010). They are also concerned that employees
they train could be poached by rival companies (Abdel-Wahad, 2012).

3.27

The size of many employers can also serve as a disincentive to training and developing
a skills pipeline. Training requires a time investment by employers and can take staff
conducting training away from other work. This is felt more strongly in SMEs where
there is no single individual responsible for managing the delivery of training.
McGregor and Sutherland (2013) argued that there is scope for a shared
apprenticeship model in the home building sector so that small firms that do not have
the capacity to commit to an apprenticeship can host an apprentice between a group
of firms, which has the additional benefit of offering apprentices more varied work.
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3.28

Abdel-Wahab (2012) proposed that greater use could be made of experienced workers
to provide mentoring and training to upskill workers and to allow employers to take on
apprentices. He suggested that there is more scope to provide joint union-employer
funding to further develop this kind of training. Additionally, he proposed that greater
use of virtual learning environments (VLEs) may promote training in the sector, as this
means that employers do not have to offer time-consuming, risky placements on site.
UKCES (2012) also suggested that greater integration of technology into training and
work processes could enhance skill development and reduce deficits in skills and
number of workers.

3.29

There have also been suggestions that the type of training available to develop
intermediate construction skills is not always appropriate. Training is often focused on
bringing in employees at the lowest levels, but little attention is paid to developing their
skills further. This gives potential trainees a negative view of construction work, as it is
not seen as providing jobs offering opportunities for progression, rather the sector is
seen as providing cold, dirty, dead-end work that may not even be sustained
(Mohamed et al., 2017). As a result, outcomes from such lower-level training also tend
to be poor, with relatively few trainees completing their courses and going on to find
work in the construction sector.

3.30

Menz (2011) found that a lack of collaboration between employers in the construction
and building sector meant that there was little drive to develop collaborative
programmes that provide industry-specific skills. Rather, when training was conducted
by employers, it tended to focus on the delivery of firm-specific skills and some more
generalist training. This was seen to limit the potential for trained workers to be
poached by other, rival firms. Similarly, Chan, Clarke and Dainty (2010) argue that
construction workers in the UK tend to be ‘single skilled’ rather than trained for a range
of activities.

3.31

Brydon and Dachis (2013) found that in Canada, although requiring accreditation may
drive up pay for those who are skilled, it also acted as a barrier to entry. They argued
that there should be a greater focus on regulation and assessment of the quality of
work done, rather than on the inputs in terms of the qualifications of those doing the
work.

3.32

Core-periphery models: Marriott and Moore (2014) found that for skilled craft-based
jobs, recruitment was often based on assessing candidates while they did the job for
a probationary period. The division of an employer’s workforce into a core and
periphery can also promote the employment of migrants. Friberg (2011) found that in
Norway, construction firms often had a core of largely Norwegian workers who knew
about the technical aspects of the work, how to use machinery and so on, and a
periphery of migrant workers, dominated by workers from Poland, who did more lowskilled manual labour. The core workers might be given additional training, but this was
not the case for the periphery workers. If a periphery worker was found to be
particularly good or had higher-level skills, they might be moved into the core. This was
a recruitment channel used particularly for migrants as it gave the employer a chance
to assess the migrant worker on the job. This gave employers who were uncertain
about the qualifications held by a migrant to see their skills in action, as well as to
assess their language skills, soft skills and whether they would fit in to the
organisational culture. In this way, employers were able to ensure that the workers
they recruited had the appropriate skills and attitudes with minimal risk.

3.33

A different type of core-periphery model is evident in the use of posted workers. Caro
et al. (2015) found that in Finland, Germany and the Netherlands, large companies
functioned as the main contractor while small and medium companies and
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employment agencies located abroad served as subcontractors and provided labour.
In some cases, this could be a low-cost solution for employers in high labour-cost
countries. While this was also evident in the UK, protections afforded to workers with
intermediate skills meant that this was not a particularly low-cost way of recruiting
workers with intermediate skills, but was a way to address skills shortages.
3.34

Diversifying recruitment channels: Chan et al. (2010) found that employment
practices in construction tended to be informal, with employers relying on word-ofmouth recruitment and promoting within the firm’s internal labour market. A lack of
longer-term planning arising from the need to deliver projects within a strict time-frame
and to make sufficient profits meant that employers would repeatedly seek out the
same subcontractors. This drove up wages for these subcontractors as employers
competed for their time. It also prevented entry into the market of alternative subcontractors and other sources of labour (Atkinson and Hargreaves, 2014). Chan,
Clarke and Dainty (2010) suggest that this promotes a ‘no outsiders’ mentality that
prevents diversification of the sector, particularly the recruitment of women and BAME
workers. They further noted that the requirement that workers in recognised skilled
trades provide their own tools can create a barrier to entry, as employers would only
employ people who already have their own equipment.

3.35

Modern methods of construction: One way of addressing an ageing workforce and
skill shortages in the construction sector is investment in modern methods of
construction (MMC) (Farmer, 2016). MMC is seen as having the potential to speed up
delivery, improve productivity and modernise the sector. MMC strategies are
associated utilisation of pre-manufacturing technologies, digitisation and IT literacy,
requiring investment in skills of construction workers (Davies et al., 2018). Adoption of
MMC reduces the requirements for some types of labour and migrant workers, but
makes migrant workers with experience in MMC more attractive.

Employment of migrants
3.36

Abdel-Wahab (2012) suggests that there are three key drivers for construction
employers to employ migrants. Firstly, the UK-born construction workforce is ageing
and this, combined with issues with training and apprenticeship programmes and
falling birth rates, means that there are structural shortages in the sector. Secondly,
industrialising nations have been growing rapidly both demographically and
economically, leading to construction booms in these countries. Consequently, their
skills training systems are producing qualified workers who may be drawn to the UK,
either by recruitment agencies advertising abroad or through speculative migration in
the belief that they will be able to access more highly paid work than is available in
their home country. Thirdly, there has been a trend towards bigger and more complex
projects, including residential mega-projects and large infrastructure projects that
require a larger pool of labour and skills than local areas can provide (Tutt et al., 2013;
Meardi et al., 2012). While recruitment of migrant workers for these projects tended to
be at the top and bottom of the occupational scales, there was also evidence of
recruitment of workers to RQF3-5 level jobs. Workers may be recruited from abroad
as temporary workers for these projects, but it was also the case that employers would
not favour migrants, but simply employ whoever they could find who had the necessary
skills, which included migrants. In a submission to the MAC, a trade association in
construction noted that very few of its members recruited from non-EEA countries,
demonstrating the low levels of experience and engagement with the current Tier 2
(General) system in the sector.

3.37

The ‘single-skilled’ nature of training in the UK has also been found to promote the
employment of migrants (Abdel-Wahab, 2012). Migrant workers may be preferred
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simply because they are more multi-skilled, and may also have more transferable
skills, due to the different nature of training in other countries (Anderson and Ruhs,
2010).
3.38

While the use of agencies to recruit a casual workforce has been seen as removing
the impetus for training from employers, there is some evidence in the literature of
agencies promoting training and even facilitating it. Pijpers (2010), writing on the
Netherlands, found that several International Employment Agencies (IEAs) had
recognised the growing demand for skilled workers in areas such as construction,
welding, metal work and carpentry. Consequently, they had enrolled their workers on
courses and training programmes to obtain skill certificates that would be recognised
by Dutch employers, increasing the pool of migrant workers with intermediate skills
available to them. Similarly, Bachan and Sheehan (2010) found that agencies can play
a role in helping UK employers to translate and understand overseas qualifications and
work experience. This can help to reduce one of the key issues in recruiting migrants
to fill gaps in intermediate skills – underutilisation of skills. However, at times of high
demand, agencies often focussed simply on volume rather than on the
appropriateness of the job match. Moriarty et al. (2012) also found that during a boom
in demand, employers were more likely to turn to employing migrants, but that many
of these migrants would be overqualified for the simpler jobs they were employed to
do. However, they suggested that once these migrants were employed, they
constituted a reserve of skills and potential and could be called upon to do work more
commensurate with their skills and experience as needed. Bachan and Sheehan
(2010) similarly found that while migrants may initially experience downgrading, most
workers with intermediate manual skills and experience eventually ended up in
occupations that use these skills.

3.39

The use of informal methods of recruitment, such as relying on personal networks and
recommendations from existing employees can both hinder and promote the
recruitment of migrants. Anderson (2010) suggests that self-employment in the
construction sector means that migrants can easily find work within their migrant
networks, but that this is often with employers lower down the supply chain and
requires migrants to take on the risks of self-employment. Conversely, these types of
recruitment can act as a barrier to migrants finding more stable work with employers
higher up the supply chain, as they are not part of the right networks.

3.40

Literature looking at different occupations within the skilled construction and building
trades group was rare, with most authors considering that recruitment issues and skills
deficits were common across the sector. Some literature was found on bricklaying,
which is an occupation that has been considered to be particularly hard-hit by these
issues.

Bricklayers and masons (5312)
3.41

The Letwin report (2018) highlighted a considerable shortage of bricklayers. In the UK,
bricklaying remains a demarcated trade, defined by output and performance with its
boundaries clearly distinguished from other building trades on the basis of employerdefined tasks in the workplace. As a consequence, training focuses on the production
of bricklayers, rather than construction workers who can do bricklaying as part of their
job or workers who can do a range of tasks with a common basis. Hutchinson et al.
(2012) suggest that this has tended to fossilise the profession, reducing innovation and
limiting the scope for development of, and training in, new construction techniques
while creating an oversupply of workers trained in traditional skills and techniques that
are becoming less in demand. A cross-industry report on shortage occupations in
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construction in construction reiterates the continued shortage of bricklayers (BuildUK,
2019).
3.42

This is particularly evident in the house-building sector, where bricklaying is largely
confined to laying bricks and blocks. In contrast, in commercial activities, bricklayers
are required to carry out a wider range of tasks, including working with stone and
concrete. This means that movement from the house-building to the commercial sector
is limited and when bricklayers from the commercial sector take employment in the
house-building sector, their skills may be undervalued or wasted. Similarly, in times of
boom in the construction profession, when there would be more scope for training,
employers tend to instead focus on finding and developing more specialised skills,
rather than on training to develop a range of skills.

3.43

Bricklaying is a trade that relies to a great extent on informal on-the-job training of the
kind that employers have been shown to be increasingly reluctant to provide. Similarly,
apprenticeship training is becoming increasingly focused on work-based experience,
meaning that there is a shortage of training places. As a result, vocational educational
and training in bricklaying has had to move to a more classroom-based approach,
which does not provide employers with the ready-made workforce they are looking for
when recruiting for the kinds of short-term, time-sensitive projects that are common in
the sector (Brockman et al., 2010).

3.44

The Letwin report (2018) recommended that there should be an immediate “flash”
programme of on-the-job training to quickly address the shortage of bricklayers, but
recognised that there is likely to be a continuing need to employ bricklayers on a
temporary basis, given that such a high proportion (around 90 per cent) are selfemployed. In the longer-term it suggests the need for greater co-operation between
government and construction businesses and more effort to promote careers in
construction in schools and colleges. Pegden (2019) also suggests that embracing
technology may be a way to address the shortage of bricklayers in the longer term,
particularly the development of bricklaying robots that would reduce the more repetitive
and physically demanding aspects of the work.

3.45

Despite this shortage of bricklayers, Pegden (2019) found that employers did not
appear to be turning to migrants to fill skills gaps in bricklaying.

3.7

Skilled metal, electrical and electronic trades (Sub-major
group 52)
Background

3.46

Skills shortages in the skilled metal, electrical and electronic trades have tended to
arise due to a lack of investment in apprenticeships and other training in the 1980s and
1990s, which had been the traditional route for developing these skills. This effectively
closed off the route of developing the skills of entry-level workers so that they could
undertake higher level and more specialist work. Mason and Bishop (2010) suggest
that further skills gaps have developed due to a lack of continuous training to allow
these trades to respond to the changes in the use of technology, new processes and
so on that have been particularly evident in these occupations (Penesis et al., 2017).

3.47

As skills shortages worsened, fear of poaching further precluded training of these
workers, meaning that firms became reliant on external recruitment, competing for a
declining number of intermediate skilled workers. Poaching usually involved offering
higher wages (Lerman, 2016). Hamilton-Smith (2012) found that employers in Canada
felt unable to engage in apprenticeships to address skills shortages due to the volatility
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of demand for work, fear of poaching of trained workers by competitors and the burden
that having an apprentice placed on small firms (which were also less likely to have
steady work contracts).
3.48

A lack of joined up thinking to training as a solution to skills shortages and the relatively
large number of small firms lower down supply chains meant that this situation
remained largely unaddressed (Mason, 2013). There is some evidence in the literature
of a concerted effort to address these issues in some of the skilled metal, electrical
and electronic trade occupations, particularly those that are less dominated by small
firms. Lewis (2013) and Mason (2013) both found evidence of ‘over-training’ by large
employers. This involved training more apprentices than they require to meet their own
anticipated business needs with the extra apprentices being or becoming employed by
other firms in their sector or supply chain. These other firms pay a contribution towards
the apprenticeship programme, which helps the larger firm to cover the costs of running
the programme, but do not have to make the kind of high financial and time
commitment that training their own apprentices would involve (Mason, 2013).

Employment of migrants
3.49

There was little evidence in the literature of employers recruiting migrants as a
deliberate strategy to address a shortage of workers with medium training
requirements. When migrants were specifically targeted, this tended to be for jobs with
longer training requirements in engineering where large companies sought talent
globally. There was also evidence of the historical reliance of industries such as
shipbuilding on employing migrants in roles with shorter training requirements.
Migrants with RQF3-5 level skills might be recruited as part of an open recruitment
process for intermediate jobs, but they would not be directly targeted or preferred over
other groups of workers.

Welding trades (5215)
3.50

The literature often includes welders under a general category of construction workers,
and the welding trades share many of the issues seen in the construction sector. The
welding trades are the only occupations where there was evidence in the literature of
specific recruitment of migrants to fill intermediate skills gaps. This was largely led by
construction employers, although McCollum and Findlay (2011) also find evidence of
employment of migrants through agencies in the oil and gas sector.

3.51

The use of agency workers is common in recruitment in the construction sector and
Rolfe and Hudson Sharp (2016) found evidence of agencies providing training to
welders and other skilled trades. In this case, an agency had established a welding
training school in Poland. They tested and certified the welders before supplying them
to clients in the UK. These welders would initially be employed on temporary contracts
but some of these temporary contracts would be converted into permanent jobs.
Generally, these agency workers were employed on the same terms and conditions
as UK workers due to an agreement with the sector’s trade unions. Jones (2014) found
similar evidence of recruitment of welders from Poland. However, she found that this
strategy was pursued not just because of a lack of qualified welders locally, but also
because the welders from Poland were willing to work on temporary contracts and
could be paid less.

3.52

Writing on Canada, Warrian (2019) also highlighted the need for welders willing to work
on temporary contracts. He found that employers tended to want to employ welders
quickly and temporarily to staff confirmed projects. Consequently, there was little
investment by employers in training of welders or upskilling of staff to become welders.
Where training did occur, it was in firms that specialised in welding and had a long
38

history of running their firms in the model of family businesses, offering training as
much because it was a good thing to do as for any kind of economic motivation. The
Canadian Welding Bureau had developed a shared-responsibility apprenticeship
programme known as the Enhanced Welder Apprentice Training (EWAT) to facilitate
collaboration between employers and local training providers and between multiple
employers to reduce the burden on single employers and give apprentices experience
of different metal fabrication processes and skills. It was hoped that this would improve
retention of welders in the trade.

Pipe fitters (5216) and Metal working production and maintenance fitters
(5223)
3.53

Lewis (2013) finds that pipe fitting and maintenance is an area that has become
increasingly outsourced, so that firms no longer recruit and employ these workers
directly. This may be partly in response to the significant recruitment problems firms
experienced in recruiting maintenance technicians, their unwillingness to train, and the
ways in which widespread poaching of workers was driving up the costs of recruitment
and wages (Mason, 2012).

Vehicle technicians, mechanics and electricians (5231)
3.54

Much of the literature on skills with medium training requirements in the automotive
industry focuses on the manufacturing process. Leach (2013) and Leech (2012) both
found that the car-manufacturing sector had experienced difficulties in recruiting staff
with the right skills. Employers in the automotive industry found themselves competing
with other scientific and engineering firms for technicians and apprentices.

3.55

Poaching is a common response to skills shortages at all levels in the automotive
sector. Foy and Murray-Brown (2013) give the example of JLR and Bentley drawing
workers away from Tier 1 and Tier 2 component firms, moving the problems associated
with skills shortages further down the supply chain. Similarly, the Automotive Council
(2013) found evidence of Tier 1 suppliers drawing skilled labour away from Tier 2 and
Tier 3 suppliers. Grollmann et al. (2017) found that in car servicing, UK firms incur high
recruitment costs when trying to find workers at RQF3-5 level, but were unwilling to
take apprentices because the initial investment in taking an apprentice was high and
there was uncertainty about whether they would benefit because poaching of trained
staff was so common. Word-of-mouth recommendations were frequently used by
employers to identify potential workers who had recently completed training at another
firm.

3.56

Mechanics have traditionally come through apprenticeship schemes, but while larger
organisations have a well-developed apprenticeship system (CBI, 2013, The Society
of Motor Manufacturers and Traders (SMMT), 2012), there was evidence in the
literature that these apprenticeship schemes have been insufficient to meet demand
(Begley, Collins and Donnelly, 2015), particularly given the lack of investment in
apprenticeships in the 1980s and 1990s (Grollmann, et al. 2017). In-house training to
‘grow your own’ and develop a skills pipeline from the factory floor is becoming
increasingly common. The Automotive Council (2013) and UKCES (2013) suggested
that, particularly in SMEs, financial and time constraints meant that this training to grow
skills was often light touch and of insufficient quality and duration. Feloy and Dsouza
(2013) found that while larger firms were able to develop relationships with Further
Education colleges to recruit people with intermediate technical skills, SMEs did not
have the resources and influence to do this. The development of University Technical
Colleges (UTCs) that facilitate early vocational specialisation similar to the
apprenticeship schemes that had previously worked well to provide a workforce with
sufficient intermediate skills may go some way to address this, although there is
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insufficient evidence for an assessment at this point. There is a further issue that
apprenticeships are not transferable between all nations of the UK.
3.57

There is potential to address skills shortages through diversifying the workforce,
particularly in bringing more women into the sector. However, Begley et al. (2015)
noted that the lack of women in the sector can be traced back to the lack of female
students studying physics at school, meaning that such a strategy would take some
time to bring about significant change in addressing skills shortages.

Aircraft maintenance and related trades (5235)
3.58

As in the case of the automotive sector, much of the literature on the aerospace
industry focuses on manufacturing rather than maintenance of aircraft. Lewis (2012)
found that, as in many of the other skilled metal, electrical and electronic trades, issues
with training meant that recruitment was usually done externally. He found that there
were difficulties in getting young people to train to acquire RQF3-5 level skills for
aircraft maintenance because they were guided into higher education rather than
apprenticeships, due to a lack of understanding of which route to pursue to achieve
their career goals.

3.8

Science, engineering and technical associate professionals
(Sub-major group 31)
Background

3.59

Amongst the science, engineering and technology associate professionals, there is
evidence in the literature of skills shortages at technician level and concerns about the
ageing of the technician workforce (Kelly, 2013; Lewis, 2012; Mason, 2012).
Technicians are skilled workers that work with complex systems or perform highly
technical mechanical or diagnostic tests.

3.60

Recruiting from the external labour market, apprenticeships and on-the-job task
specific training were all ways in which employers of science, engineering and
technology associate professionals were recruited.

Solutions to skills shortages
3.61

Recruiting people with higher level skills: There was considerable evidence in the
literature of employers recruiting people who were ‘overqualified’ for RQF3-5 level jobs,
for example, people with degrees. This was due to the relative availability of people
with higher level skills and qualifications and their willingness to accept technician-level
employment. In 2010, Jagger, Signala and Sumption found that in occupations that
generally required RQF level 4 qualifications, such as laboratory technicians (3111),
building and civil engineering technicians (3114), quality assurance technicians (3115),
science, engineering and production technicians (3119), IT operations technicians
(3131), IT user support technicians (3132), more than 20 per cent of the workforce
were qualified to RQF level 6 or above. It is anticipated that this proportion will have
increased since 2010. Indeed, a report published by the Russell Group in 2017
highlighted that nearly 90 per cent of EU and non-EU technicians were educated to
NQF Level 6 and above. A MAC (2020) report also discussed the issue of technicians
frequently having degrees, although the the job does not require one.

3.62

Lewis (2013) similarly found evidence of recruitment of graduates into RQF3-5 level
positions. Employers regarded this as a way of saving money on training, as graduates
would possess the skills required as well as (largely unused) degrees. These
graduates would not earn more because they were graduates. However, Lewis (2013)
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notes that these graduates were often dissatisfied with their low pay, lack of
progression opportunities and skills use and, in some cases, did not have the practical
level skills, typically gained through a vocational training route, that employers needed.
This could limit the cost savings achieved by the employer not training their own
technicians, as the cost of continually needing to recruit was high. In some cases, this
could be remedied by having a more elaborate division of labour in which graduates
were given more complex tasks than vocationally educated technicians (Mason, 2012).
While this addressed some of the issues, employers had experienced with graduates
being unhappy and leaving the firm because their skills were not used, it could cause
problems amongst technicians who lost the opportunity to develop higher level skills
and felt that their relative status and importance to the employer had declined
(Diamond et al, 2011).
3.63

There was little evidence of these graduates crowding out those with intermediate
skills, due to the general lack of people with RQF3-5 level skills available. In some
cases, graduates were recruited into roles that had previously been occupied by those
with RQF3-5 level skills due to the increasing complexity and consequent higher skill
demands of these roles, and in these cases graduates in these roles were paid a
premium. However, in other cases it appeared that graduates were being recruited
simply because they were available and willing to accept pay levels commensurate
with RQF3-5 level-skilled work (Mason, 2012, UKCES, 2010).

Recruiting migrants
3.64

There was some evidence of migrants with degrees being recruited to fill posts
requiring qualifications at RQF3-5 level and then being given additional tasks that used
their higher level qualifications. In the case of migrants, employers were able to justify
employing them in a lower level role due to their lack of required certifications in
occupations like architecture (Romanowski, 2016). A report by BIS (2015) indicated
that employers accepted a trade-off between higher churn of migrants as they moved
to other jobs more quickly or returned to their home country, and the skills they could
offer whilst they were with the employer. There was also an acceptance that migrants
might have lower English language skills and not be suitable for certain roles but would
be more than qualified for others.

Laboratory technicians (3111)
3.65

Laboratory technicians provide an example of an occupation where there is a
distinction between the skills required to carry out the typical tasks of a laboratory
technician and the skills actually possessed by those recruited as laboratory
technicians (Lewis and Gospel, 2011).

3.66

Lewis and Gospel (2011) show that the recruitment methods used to fill RQF3-5 level
roles are in part determined by the external local labour market. Employers in industrial
areas were able to find a supply of workers who had not necessarily trained to be a
laboratory technician in a university, but who had all the necessary skills to perform
this work and could be recruited by offering higher wages than in the engineering,
pharmaceutical and other types of firm where they were currently employed. In cases
where such a ready supply of appropriately skilled potential employees was not
available, or where specific skills were required now or in the future, employers would
recruit apprentices and train them using a mixture of work-based learning, off-the-job
training and technical education.

3.67

In 2011, Lewis and Gospel found examples of university departments recruiting
graduates into laboratory technician roles. They found that this was in part due to rising
skill demands, but also because it was easier and quicker to recruit a graduate than to
41

train an apprentice. In some cases, a new division of labour had emerged in which
graduate technicians provided support to postgraduate scientists. However, some of
these university departments had started to set up apprenticeship programmes for
developing scarce skills in fields such as mechatronics, mixed mechanical and
electrical skills and specialist areas of chemistry.

Engineering technicians (3113)
3.68

In aerospace, Lewis (2012) found evidence of a preference for training/upskilling
workers to RQ3-5 level so they could work as technicians. This was particularly the
case in larger firms. This preference was due to the increasingly specialist skills firms
required. Training their own technicians also allowed employers to plan for orderly
succession of technicians to cope with an ageing workforce, to instil company-specific
values and to indicate to employees that the company valued them and would invest
in their skills, in order to make them more loyal.

3.9

Culture, media and sports occupations (Sub-major group 34)
Background

3.69

The literature suggests that roles in the creative industries are labour-intensive
because many depend on human creativity and innovation (Bazalgette, 2017). Bakhshi
et al. (2015), in an analysis of skills requirements in different job roles, noted that jobs
in the creative category are highly resistant to automation on the basis of estimates
that 87 per cent of workers in such jobs in the UK are at low or no risk.

The role of migrant workers
3.70

The Sector Skills Council focusing on ‘screen skills’ (Screenskills Alliance, 2019) stated
in their Annual Screen Skills Assessment that the proportion of overseas workers
employed across the screen industries was almost the same (12 per cent) as their
proportion in the wider UK economy (11 per cent). A slightly lower proportion of EU 27
migrants (6 per cent) were employed in the screen industries compared to 7 per cent
in the wider economy. The report also found that these average figures hid significant
variation: in particular, visual effects was reported as employing one in three workers
from the EU. This finding suggests that employers in the screen industry are more
likely to look overseas to address their skills issues, reflecting the international focus
of the screen industries.

3.71

A report by the Creative and Cultural Skills Sector Skills Council that focused on the
current and future skills needs of the sector (2020) found that migrant workers fulfilled
important roles within the sector, particularly in publishing. Another relevant finding
was that employers (except for sole traders) experienced fewer skills-related issues
when compared with businesses operating in other sectors. However, the report
warned that existing skills shortages could be exacerbated after the UK leaves the
European Union. The report suggests that skills gaps and shortages should be
addressed through training and recruitment, which should build co-operation between
employers, schools and training providers in the further and higher education sector.
The report also noted that business leaders in the culture sector may need training in
the skills that enable them to adapt and respond to change.

3.72

The video games sector bridges the creative industries and the ICT sector, bringing
together producers, programmers, designers, artists, marketers and business analysts
who together design, develop and launch games. International case study research
(including case studies from the UK) showed that creativity is the key driver of the
industry as companies and individuals try to establish new types of games,
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functionalities, designs, stories, characters and tie-ins. In this way, the industry allowed
workers to express their creativity and tried to attract players to their games.
Technological advances in ICT allowed game design to develop in terms of its
capacity, functionalities, display and memory use etc. (Keune et al., 2018). A
submission to the MAC from a video games company highlighted the need for workers
with a mix of skills. Technological advances in ICT allowed game design to develop –
for example, in terms of its capacity, functionalities, display and memory use. The
submission noted that talented individuals with native language skills and a high level
of industry knowledge were in short supply, and that this shortage was expected to
continue. This need reflected the company’s customer base and had been met through
recruitment of non-UK labour. This mix of skills could not be delivered in its entirety by
the company’s in-house training programme and a new Apprenticeship Programme
with a local university.
3.73

The publishing sector faced some similar issues. A submission to the MAC from a
publishing body representing the interests of book and journal publishers highlighted
translation professionals and data scientists as occupations of specific concern. Hiring
international translators was noted as being important to get an accurate translation of
the written word and a robust product for the market.

3.10 Textiles, printing and other skilled trades (Sub-major group
54)
Background
3.74

Recruitment of employees into the textiles, printing and other skilled trades is shown
in the literature to be hindered by the size of firms in the sector (with a large number of
employers being sole traders or micro-businesses), a lack of training opportunities both
to develop craft specific skills and training in management and how to run a business,
and the need for very specific skills that are often not transferrable to other professions.
In combination, these factors meant that the pool of labour available to some trades
was very small and employers were unaware of strategies to resolve skills shortages.

3.75

Bertram (2017) found that recruitment into craft trades was desperately needed due to
the ageing of workers in these trades. She found that not only did an ageing workforce
mean that there was a danger of skills being lost as workers retired, but that it created
a negative perception of craft work amongst younger people who viewed certain craftrelated jobs as declining professions of interest only to people in middle-age and
retirement. This was exacerbated by a view on the part of both potential recruits and
those employed in craft occupations that it was difficult to make a living in many of
these jobs and that even when people undertook and completed training, there was a
lack of sustainable employment opportunities for them.

3.76

The literature showed that there was simply a lack of younger people with skills in
areas such as metal and woodworking due to the decline of teaching of these subjects
in schools. Bertram (2017) also noted that there has been a decline in the number of
further and higher education courses teaching craft skills, and that those courses that
remained increasingly focused on theoretical approaches rather than the development
of practical skills, and that there is a declining emphasis on teaching traditional
techniques and making from scratch rather than simply restoration.

3.77

Additionally, the fact that the skills required for these occupations were very niche and
training in such skills could take a long time and be expensive and risky (given their
lack of transferability to other skilled work, should employment be difficult to find),
presented an additional barrier (Bertram, 2017). This meant that it was difficult to
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diversify some of the craft trades, further creating the impression that this type of work
was a hobby-job for people with significant financial support, particularly younger
people who had support from their families or people in middle age or nearing
retirement who were changing profession and had years of earnings behind them. A
reduction in demand for skills in the context of the mechanisation of production and
the increased use of technology, such as CNC machines and digital printing, meant
that there has been a reduction in demand for traditional craft skills in any case.

Mechanisms for addressing skill shortages
3.78

Traditionally, skills development in many of the craft trades has relied on long-term
informal apprenticeships and intra-family transmission, but these traditional methods
are dying out due to a lack of demand amongst younger people and the increased
costs associated with offering apprenticeships. Given this, there was consensus in the
literature that the most appropriate way to address skills gaps was by drawing younger
people into training, and ultimately into work, in skilled trades. This could be done
through the development of a pipeline beginning with young people being made aware
of craft as a career option when they were at school (Bertram, 2017; RichardsCarpenter, 2016). This is a long-term solution to addressing skill and employee
shortages, but the literature provided little evidence of more immediate solutions to
address a shortage of employees. There was some evidence in the literature of
mechanisms to encourage more people to establish themselves as sole traders or
microbusinesses (Bennett, 2017), but little evidence of how businesses might recruit
people with desirable skills.

3.79

While the increased formalisation of apprenticeship routes was noted as being broadly
positive as it provided a clear training route (Bennett, 2017), concerns were raised
about the appropriateness of such formal training for all skilled trades, as well as the
prohibitive cost of offering such training in small businesses. However, Bertram (2017)
also noted that relying on short courses lasting only one or two days meant trainees
only learnt basic skills or one particular aspect of a craft and did little to develop
intermediate and high-level skills, so there was a need for provision of longer-term,
more in-depth training. Richards-Carpenter (2015) found that, in contrast to countries
such as Italy, there was little evidence of small businesses in the skilled trades forming
partnerships to train people in a range of skills and to limit the burden on any one firm.

3.80

A key issue for recruitment into the skilled trades emerging from the literature was a
lack of training in leadership and management. Employers seeking workers with
RQF3-5 level skills were usually craftspeople who needed to take on more employees
to grow their businesses (Bakhshi and Spilsbury, 2019) but they lacked an awareness
of how to do this effectively in a challenging labour market (Carey, Florisson and
Giles,2019).

Employment of migrants
3.81

The literature review yielded no evidence on the employment of migrants in RQF3-5
level roles. There was some literature on the employment of migrants in roles with
shorter training requirements and a suggestion that this work might one day require
higher skills, and discussion of offshoring abroad, but no discussion on bringing
migrants to the UK.

Weavers and knitters (5411)
3.82

Richards-Carpenter (2016) found that lace production and weaving and knitting
activities used to need craftsmanship skills and therefore had relied on skilled artisans
and workers. While the textile manufacturing cluster in the East Midlands still contained
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people with these skills, these workers were ageing and their skills would be lost when
they retired. The study further found that there was little training to replace them. The
only way employers saw to address this was by encouraging less skilled/ less
experienced workers to remain in the sector and develop skills through experience.
However, this was very difficult to achieve as it could take decades to learn some skills
and pay was very poor for lower skilled workers. This meant that they did not stay in
the sector long enough to develop these skills, preferring to move into jobs in sectors
such as retail that offered comparable pay levels, greater opportunities for career
development and more pleasant working conditions.
3.83

Richards-Carpenter (2016) also notes that these workers in roles with shorter training
requirements were at greater risk of losing their jobs due to increased mechanisation,
curtailing any skills-building they were engaged in. The application of computers to
various processes and increased mechanisation increased demand for workers in jobs
with medium training requirements. However, these skills were not necessarily in
traditional methods of spinning or weaving, but in operating more advanced machines.
Consequently, when recruiting these employers were not necessarily looking for
people with traditional skills and experience in weaving. There was no evidence of
recruitment of migrants into these jobs.

Butchers (5431), Bakers and flour confectioners (5432) and
Fishmongers and poultry dressers (5433)
3.84

Behan et al. (2015) noted that some employers in the meat industry experienced
difficulties attracting and retaining skilled butchers, and de-boners and skilled butchers
have appeared on the shortage occupations list. A submission to the MAC from a
representative body found that although some roles in butchery are suitable for
automation, this is only cost-effective in large plants (generally serving large markets).
Moreover, the submission highlighted that there are tasks where there is an ongoing
need for human skill. For example, machines are not sufficiently dextrous to act as
quickly and efficiently as a human with the requisite skills in ascertaining the cut point
to eviscerate an animal; mistakes here can lead to the expense of a carcase being
condemned. However, Heasman and Morley (2017) found that the employment of
migrants to address skills shortages in butchery largely focused on employing migrants
in roles with shorter training requirements that involved often unpleasant work that UK
workers do not want to do.

3.85

Hutchinson et al. (2012) provide evidence of how the supermarket Morrisons has
sought to increase the availability of skills in butchery, bakery and fishmongery through
training. Morrisons had found recruiting the number of workers they needed with these
skills to be challenging and so had started working in partnership with communitybased organisations to provide training and job opportunities for unemployed people.

3.86

These findings from the literature are echoed in a submission to the MAC from a retail
body that highlighted skill shortages in butchery. Measures taken to reduce shortages
facing the butchery trade in retail included the ”Better Jobs” campaign to ensure that
future jobs are as attractive and fulfilling as possible, upskilling using the
Apprenticeship Levy and broadening the scope of recruitment efforts.

3.87

A further submission to the MAC highlighted that migrant workers have added to the
UK workforce, rather than directly replacing it. As the need for labour has risen, the
pool of suitable workers has typically not been available other than in the EU27
countries. Stakeholders reported that they had sought to increase salaries in an effort
to reduce shortages, along with increased spend on training and recruitment
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campaigns but that despite these efforts, shortages remained and reliance on migrant
workers continued to grow.

Florists (5443)
3.88

One example was found of training of migrants to work in floristry. However, this
initiative did not appear to be driven by a need to address skills gaps in floristry, but
was an altruistic initiative to improve the access of female refugees to the labour
market. Bread and Roses is a social enterprise providing floristry training to refugee
and asylum seekers to help them to find meaningful work, develop their English
language skills and increase their self-confidence. The initiative has trained more than
50 women, some of whom have gone on to work in floristry while others have used the
transferable skills they developed to find employment in other sectors (Lewis, 2017).

3.11 Agricultural occupations (Sub-major group 51 and Minor
Group 121)
3.89

Much of the research on agricultural occupations focuses on labourers/roles with
shorter training requirements (e.g. Scott, 2013a, 2013b). Migrant workers are an
important source of labour for such jobs that UK workers are reluctant to take. The
Seasonal Agricultural Workers Scheme (SAWS) was a longstanding scheme to
address seasonal labour shortages in horticulture.

3.90

While not specifically focusing on occupations of interest to this study, research by
Gindele et al (2016) research provides information on how agricultural employers in
Germany address skills shortages, drawing on a non-representative online survey of
managers of SMEs in agriculture, who employ at least one person who is not a family
member (n=294). Focusing on those who already experienced skills shortages (n=66),
the study found that the two most important strategies used to help address these
included automation to reduce the number of jobs and improvement of working
conditions to increase retention (both 67 per cent) followed by pay rises and more
publicity for agricultural occupations (both 55 per cent). Employment of migrants and
other strategies played a lesser role (27 per cent).

3.91

Like many skills surveys in other sectors, Pye Tait Consulting’s (2019) research on the
ornamental horticultural sector in the UK identified the scope and causes of skills
shortages and does not provide information on the specific strategies employers used
to address skills shortages. Their research indicated, however, that in this sector (with
around 335,200 workers) most hard-to-fill vacancies that remained open concerned
skilled trades, such as gardeners, arboricultural consultants or contractors (13.6 per
cent), while the figure was lowest for managers and directors (2 per cent). Similarly, a
study by RDI Associates (2017) on forestry skills in England and Wales, in part based
on telephone interviews with employers and stakeholders, did not indicate any skills
shortage issues for forestry managers, although there was found to be a need to attract
and develop forestry managers with the required skills set.

3.92

A submission to the MAC highlights that the 2019 Horticulture Skills Survey (Pye Tait
Consulting (2019) showed an ageing workforce, difficulties in filling skilled vacancies,
challenges in recruiting apprentices, and a general shortage of labour. Its findings
added further weight to a 2016 State of Parks report that stated ’41 per cent of park
managers report horticultural skills have fallen over the past three years’ (Heritage
Lottery Fund, 2016).

3.93

The dairy sector also faces difficulties filling vacancies. In a submission to the MAC an
organisation for dairy farmers cited a survey that they had undertaken in 2016 which
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found that over half of respondents (56 per cent) had employed staff from outside the
UK in the last five years – a 24 per cent increase on 2014. Almost two-thirds said this
was due to insufficient UK staff being available. Larger, more intensive operators, were
facing particular challenges, with an increasing reliance on foreign labour, with foreign
workers fulfilling shift patterns, which they argued were not acceptable to the domestic
labour force. Their dairy operations tended to function 24/7 with employees often
working shift patterns. Other responses to skills shortages included education and
training – emphasising the skilled nature of the work, introduction of technology, and
publicity in inner cities to recruit a more diverse labour force.
3.94

A further factor highlighted in submissions to the MAC by employers/sectoral
organisations in agriculture and forestry as leading to recruitment of non-UK labour in
some roles is that workers need to be based in rural (sometimes remote) locations.
This geographical location aspect was cited as being unattractive to some UK workers.

3.95

A submission to the MAC from a fishing body highlighted a lack of local applicants and
the need to look outside the UK to find the skills, qualifications or experience needed.
Some of the main difficulties in recruitment were expressed as lack of reliability or
experience from local workers, unwillingness to undertake the work, and competition
from other maritime industries, such as the oil and gas sector (in Scotland).
Respondents cited the shift work and unsociable hours, along with the temporary or
insecure nature of the work as further barriers to recruitment.

3.12 Other (Sub-major group 11, 12, 54, 62, 71, 81, 82 and Minor
Group 351)
Other: Hospitality and leisure
3.96

These occupations are largely focused on managers or owners in hospitality and
leisure as well as retail and wholesale. Evidence from a survey drawing on members
of the industry association British Hospitality Association (BHA) showed that a sizeable
percentage of workers are EU nationals (13.5 per cent among hotel and
accommodation managers and proprietors and 20.8 per cent among catering and bar
managers) (KPMG, 2017). However, considerations as to how the need for labour
could be met after Brexit and how realistic they were focused largely on the sector as
a whole. There was an expectation among BHA members that future staff demand
could be met only at an increased cost, due to training staff and potentially
implementing pay increases. The conclusion was that it may take a number of years
to fill the ‘recruitment gap’ deploying a range of strategies.

3.97

A literature review undertaken by Davidson and Wang (2011) as part of an empirical
study into recruitment and retention in the hospitality sector in Australia noted that
outsourcing is one strategy for addressing labour shortages in this sector for a variety
of reasons. Examples included cleaning and housekeeping and more recently
administrative and human resources functions. Various retention strategies to reduce
the high turnover were also reported to be key for addressing staff shortages.

Chefs (5434)
3.98

There is employer survey data (Winterbotham et al, 2018) and qualitative evidence
(KMPG, 2017; People 1st, 2017; Rolfe and Hudson-Sharp, 2016) that employers in the
UK and other countries (People 1st, 2017) experience shortages of chefs. However,
there is little research on how employers respond to this specific shortage or trade off
different factors in decision making process.
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3.99

An exception is a recent publication by Sector Skills Council People 1st exploring chef
shortages in more detail, drawing on interviews with 48 businesses and other
evidence. The report found that chef shortages, as evidenced by unfilled vacancies,
could lead to an increase in working hours among existing staff, potentially impacting
on their turnover. Strategies adopted to address the issue included increased use of
agency staff, recruiting chefs without the required experience or changing the business
operation.

3.100 There is acknowledgement within the sector that pay is typically below market value,
and that seeking higher pay is an increasingly important factor in labour turnover
among chefs, but employers are expected to make different choices. If employers
considered offering increased pay, for example linked to skills development, they were
likely to seek ways to increase productivity, given low profit margins in the sector
(People 1st, 2017).
3.101 Increasing the number of migrant workers has helped to address the chef shortage.
The number of migrant chefs in the hospitality industry rose from 37 per cent to 47 per
cent between 2011 and 2016, according to Labour Force Survey data, and the number
of EU nationals in this occupation increased from 29 per cent to 43 per cent over the
same period (People 1st). Similarly, Rolfe and Hudson-Sharp (2016) reported in their
case study based research that some employers relied on EU migrants to meet
demand for chefs, with some finding difficulties attracting young people in particular
market segments, such as restaurant chains and low budget restaurants. Attracting
chefs from outside the EU was seen as too cumbersome and too costly by one
employer, while bureaucracy would also prevent others recruiting from non-EU
countries more generally (Rolfe and Hudson-Sharp, 2016).
3.102 Focusing on case studies in hospitality, food processing and construction, Rolfe and
Hudson-Sharp (2016) found that, in line with other studies, there was ‘little evidence
that employers look specifically to recruit EU migrants.’ (ibid, p.5), rather they seek to
maximise the number of applications and to attract a high calibre of applicants, given
the lack of supply among UK-born workers.
3.103 A key argument of the People 1st report is that solutions to address chef shortages
need to be multi-pronged, with international recruitment continuing to play a role.
Strategies discussed in this report include the following. First, developing an integrated
careers campaign involving stakeholders across the sector. Second, capturing the
interest of young people through early age interventions, as People 1st research
indicates the importance of cooking inspiration early on in their lives for those training
as chefs. Third, increasing the number of college completers who want to work in the
industry. Fourth, creating a quality workplace through a range of HR interventions
(including retention and engagement; making best use of apprenticeships, working
hours and shift work; culture of the kitchen and management skills of chefs; pay and
incentives; and learning and development). Fifth, job and operational re-engineering,
with options discussed including ‘de-skilling operations’ enabling more production
chefs with a less broad skill base to be brought in; increase in production kitchens, e.g.
for home delivery, requiring fewer classically trained chefs; and innovations such as
simplifying menus to increase productivity and reduce costs. Sixth, international
recruitment, with the report arguing that while the above measures will help to address
staff shortages over a number of years, there is still a need to bring in ‘innovation and
speciality skills’ through recruitment from abroad (People 1st, 2017). One strategy to
help overcome shortages also mentioned by Rolfe and Hudson-Sharp (2016) is that
some local employers were engaged in a regional initiative to help promote careers in
hospitality locally, which may bear its fruits over time rather than in the short-term.
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3.104 In a submission to the MAC, an organisation underscored the long-term nature of skills
shortages, particularly for chefs and assistant chef roles. It argued that the industry
has been responding by working hard to promote the food preparation career pathway,
as well as recruit from overseas to fill gaps. Recruitment was reported to be a constant
issue for the pub sector due to the extremely high turnover of staff. Moreover, job
shortages were accentuated due to seasonal demands.

Other: Energy and environment
3.105 The literature that discusses the recruitment of migrant workers in the waste
management sector focuses on occupations at RQF6+ level, for example engineers,
and on occupations at RQF1-2 level, such as ‘pickers’ in materials recovery facilities
(MRF) (Clay, 2017). Discussing the potential impacts of the UK leaving the European
Union on the waste management sector, a representative of a specialist recruitment
company said that if it becomes more difficult to recruit migrant workers, the industry
would need to attract more domestic workers, and to do this it would probably be
necessary to increase salaries.
3.106 This reliance on migrant labour in RQF1-2 level occupations, notably 9235 Refuse and
Salvage Occupations was underscored in a submission to the MAC from a recycling
and waste management business that indicated that it had difficulty recruiting local
labour, and that those locals who did take up employment do not stay. This led to a
reliance on recruiting from Eastern Europe, through agencies, with nearly 70 per cent
of the workforce coming from the EU. The business reported that turnover of workers
had doubled as candidates were uncertain about Brexit, and that agencies in Latvia
and Poland had reported fewer applicants due to uncertainty over Brexit.

Other: Transport
3.107 A study that focused on skills shortages and migration in Ireland found that the
maritime transport sector was among those with the greatest skills demands (Gusciute
et al. 2015). The study found that many occupations which are either non-technical, or
not specific to the marine economy, may be ‘marinised’ through additional training or
a top-up qualification in a marine context. ‘Marinisation’ is likely to affect the skill needs
of businesses which rely on recruiting migrant workers into RQF3-5 level occupations.
3.108 In its submission to the MAC, a road haulage representative body highlighted that the
road haulage sector has relied on migrant labour, predominantly from Eastern Europe,
for driving and other roles. This was because the workforce is ageing and there are
insufficient local candidates.
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