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Synopsis 

Ongoing debate on the challenges faced by the social care sector has focused to a greater 
extent on the financial sustainability of the sector and on restructuring the delivery of care 
than on who will deliver the high-quality services that are needed. In particular, little attention 
has been paid to the role played by migrant workers who have become increasingly important 
actors in the delivery of paid care services to the older population. Given the reliance of the 
social care systems of many industrialised countries on migrant workers, these gaps in 
knowledge leave policy makers without an adequate evidence base for policy development. 

This research, coordinated by COMPAS and carried out in collaboration with migration, 
ageing and health specialists in Ireland, the USA and Canada, aims to bridge these gaps. The 
research is exploring: i) the factors determining the current and future demand for migrant 
workers in the care of older people; ii) the implications of employing migrant care workers 
for the quality of care; and iii) the experiences of migrants employed in the care sector, 
including their relationships with care users.  The research reports will be published in 
Summer 2009. 

 

Emerging themes  

• The employment of migrant workers in care occupations has increased significantly in 
recent years. Almost one in five care workers and one in three nurses employed by 
organisations providing older adult care in the UK are foreign-born, with higher 
proportions in the South of the country, and among those recruited in the past two 
years. 

• Care workers, who do not necessarily migrate with the expectation of working in the 
care sector, originate mainly from Zimbabwe, Nigeria, the Philippines, India and Poland. 
The latter has become the main country of origin for those recruited since enlargement 
of the EU in 2004, but arrivals of Poles have been decreasing since 2007 and return 
migration has become more frequent. 

• Employers report that their main reason for employing migrant workers is difficulties 
experienced in recruiting UK-born care workers. Poor wages and unattractive working 
conditions are perceived as the main factors behind the reluctance of the UK-born 
workforce to take up care jobs.  

• Employers nevertheless report advantages of employing migrants:  a good ‘work ethic’, 
respect towards older clients and willingness to learn new skills. Many argue that 
migrant workers have improved the quality of care provided by their organisation. 

• Migrant ‘willingness’ to accept working conditions unattractive to UK-born workers 
may be the result of constraints rather than choice. Interviews with migrant workers 
show that restrictions attached to immigration status shape their decisions to enter the 
care sector, to stay in a job and to accept particular working conditions. 

 



 

• Language and communication issues, including accents and lack of knowledge of the customs and 
preferences of older people, are reported to be a challenge by employers, migrant workers and older 
people alike. Other conditions such as staff shortages in care homes and the inadequacy of time 
allocated to home care visits affect the opportunity for all care workers to develop relationships with 
older people, leading to discontinuity in the care relationship. 

• Discrimination against migrant workers in relation to working conditions and incidence of verbal 
abuse emerges as a key issue to be addressed. 

Methods 

A major strength of the project is its multi-disciplinary empirical approach, drawing on expertise on 
migration, ageing and social care, and combining quantitative and qualitative data. New data collected for 
the project has included: 

• a mail survey of 559 organisations providing residential or domiciliary care for older people, followed 
up by in-depth interviews with 30 selected respondents; 

• 56 in-depth interviews with migrant care workers who are working in home care, residential homes 
and private households; 

• 5 focus group discussions with older people (current and prospective users of care services); 

• interviews with key informants and stakeholders in the fields of policy and practice. 

Original data has been supplemented by analyses of existing evidence, including: i) estimates of the social 
care workforce based on the Labour Force Survey and other national datasets; and ii) projections of 
future workforce needs in care for older people. 

Anticipated research outputs 

• Country reports on the research findings for the UK, the USA, Ireland and Canada 

• An overview report including analysis and best practice across the four countries 

• Academic papers and policy briefings 

Research team 

Dr. Alessio Cangiano, Dr. Isabel Shutes and Sarah Spencer in cooperation with researchers at the Oxford 
Institute of Ageing, University of Georgetown (U.S.), National University of Ireland, University of Ottawa 
(Canada) and Kalayaan (charity based in London). 

Funders 

Nuffield Foundation, Atlantic Philanthropies 

Project webpage 

http://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/research/labourmarket/migrantcareworkers/ 

Main contact 

alessio.cangiano@compas.ox.ac.uk 
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