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CHAPTER 1: Introduction (1,000 words approx.)

1.1 Introduction
The Adult Social Care sector (ASC) in the United Kingdom (UK) is experiencing persistent workforce shortages, characterised by high vacancy rates, staff turnover, and rising demand for services (Moriarty et al., 2018). With approximately 1.59 million people employed in ASC in 2023/24 and around 131,000 vacant positions, workforce sustainability has become a major policy and operational concern (Skills for Care, 2025). These shortages have intensified in the context of an ageing population and increasingly complex care needs (ONS, 2023). In response to domestic recruitment difficulties, the UK has increasingly relied on a migrant workforce to maintain services and ensure continuity of care (Turnpenny & Hussein, 2022).
Migrant workers now constitute approximately one-quarter of the adult social care workforce, occupying many frontline direct care roles (Skills for Care, 2025). Policy reforms, including the placement of care roles on the Shortage Occupation List (SOL) and the introduction of the Health and Care Worker visa, have shaped international recruitment patterns (GOV.UK, 2021). However, recent tightening of immigration rules and visa restrictions has raised concerns regarding the long-term sustainability of this reliance and exposed structural vulnerabilities in workforce planning (Migration Observatory, 2023).
The primary aim of this dissertation is to examine how migrant workers support the ASC workforce in the UK. It will explore their contribution to care delivery and workforce stability, alongside the policy factors affecting their recruitment and experiences. By critically analysing policy, workforce data, and academic literature, this research contributes to ongoing UK debates surrounding migration, labour sustainability, and social care reform (Glasby, 2021).

1.2 Definitions and Terminology
ASC is defined as services that provide personal care and practical support to adults with physical disabilities, learning disabilities, mental health conditions, or age-related needs, including residential care, domiciliary care, supported living and community-based services, delivered across public, private and voluntary sectors, as outlined by the Care Quality Commission (CQC, 2025).
In this research, the term migrant workers refers to individuals employed in the UK in ASC who were born outside the United Kingdom. This includes workers holding settled or pre-settled status and those entering through official migration routes such as the Health and Care Worker visa, as described by the Migration Observatory (2023). Particular attention is given to migrant workers employed in direct care and support roles, where international recruitment has become a significant component of workforce supply (Skills for Care, 2025).
Workforce sustainability refers to the sector’s capacity to recruit, retain and maintain a stable workforce able to meet present and future demand. This incorporates vacancy rates, staff turnover, workforce planning and continuity of care, highlighted within national workforce planning frameworks (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022).

1.3 Rationale for Research
The growing relationship between migration policy and the sustainability of the adult social care workforce in the UK is the reason this research topic was selected, as highlighted in national workforce reform discussions (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). Social care workforce shortages are not new, but they have intensified following Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic, and ongoing shortages in the domestic labour supply (Health Foundation, 2023). The use of international recruitment as a response to persistent staffing gaps has increased, with overseas workers increasingly filling care roles, raising concerns about structural dependency and long-term workforce planning (Migration Observatory, 2023).
Current research highlights the significant contribution of migrant workers to the ASC sector, particularly within direct care roles (Turnpenny & Hussein, 2022). Studies also examine issues such as labour market segmentation, discrimination, and the risk of exploitation in low-income care employment, where migrant workers are often concentrated (International Labour Organization, 2024).
However, fewer studies incorporate workforce planning, working conditions, and immigration policy within a single analytical framework. Instead, much of the literature focuses either on care workforce challenges or migration systems separately rather than examining how these systems interact to influence sustainability (Migration Observatory, 2023).
The wider significance of this research stems from its relevance to ongoing national discussions surrounding adult social care funding, ethical recruitment practices, and immigration reform, as highlighted in national reform policy (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). Changes in policies governing sponsorship criteria, family dependents, and visa eligibility may directly affect workforce availability, as suggested by recent migration policy analysis (Migration Observatory, 2023). As a result, effective workforce planning requires a clear understanding of how migrant workers support service stability and how policy structures influence their participation in the sector.
In order to contribute to academic discussions and provide guidance for policy and practice suggestions in the field of health and social care, this research will critically examine the relationship between migration policy and social care sustainability.

1.4 Aim and Objectives
Research Aim
The primary purpose of this research is to examine the role of migrant workers in supporting the UK ASC workforce, with a focus on their contribution to care delivery and workforce stability, as well as the policy factors that influence their recruitment and experiences.
This aim highlights the need to understand both the practical contribution of migrant workers and the broader structural background that influences their employment. The research adopts a policy-informed approach, acknowledging that workforce sustainability is influenced not only by recruitment rates, but also by immigration regulations, job conditions, and long-term planning initiatives.
Research Objectives
Objective 1:
To describe and critically examine the role of migrant workers in sustaining the UK adult social care workforce, with particular emphasis on service continuity and workforce shortages.
Objective 2:
To analyse UK immigration, employment, and social care policies to assess how they shape the recruitment, deployment, and reliance on migrant workers within the sector.
Objective 3:
To evaluate the structural challenges experienced by migrant workers, including job security, working conditions, and opportunities for career progression, and assess their impact on workforce stability and care quality (Al-Btoush and El- Bcheraoui, 2024).
Objective 4:
To provide recommendations for policy and practice that strengthen support for migrant workers, improve workforce planning in adult social care, and address ongoing staffing shortages.
Together, these objectives guide the structure of the dissertation and inform the thematic analysis undertaken in subsequent chapters.

1.5 Conclusion
This chapter has highlighted the dissertation's main focus: the role of migrant workers in sustaining the UK adult social care workforce. It has presented the current workforce situation, clarified essential terminology, and provided a justification based on policy relevance and research gaps. The goal and objectives have been explicitly defined to guide the goal of the research and analytical methodology.
The concerns raised in this chapter highlight the importance of considering migration and workforce sustainability together. Understanding migrant workers' contributions and experiences is both important and crucial as the sector faces workforce challenges and regulatory reform.
Chapter 2 will build on this foundation by critically analysing existing literature on migrant workers, workforce sustainability, and UK immigration policy. It will look at theoretical perspectives, research findings, and present debates to develop the conceptual foundation for this dissertation.
2.1 Introduction 2000 words approx. (150 words approx.) 
This chapter provides a foundation for the dissertation by examining broader issues involving migrant workers and the sustainability of the ASC workforce in the UK.  It investigates the historical, theoretical, international, and national influences that have influenced present workforce challenges across the sector  (Skills for Care, 2025). Understanding these aspects is critical for examining migrant workers' contributions to workforce stability and service delivery.
The chapter begins by outlining the development of migrant labour in the ASC sector over time and highlighting significant policy changes that have affected the availability of labour. It will then introduce theoretical perspectives that explain how labour markets, migration, and workforce sustainability are related. By analysing at how various nations handle comparable labour issues, the chapter also investigates the global viewpoint. Finally, it examines the national context of the UK, concentrating on workforce trends, policies, and regulatory frameworks that influence the recruitment and employment of migrant workers in ASC (Migration Observatory, 2023).
2.2 Historical Background (450 words approx.) 
The present reliance on migrant workers in the UK's ASC workforce has evolved over several decades and reflects broader social, economic, and regulatory changes. Previously, family members or local authority organisations provided the majority of informal care for older adults and people with disabilities as highlighted by  (Harker et al., 2025). However, demographic changes, such as an ageing population and rising life expectancy, have resulted in a major increase in demand for formal care services (McKee et al., 2021). As demand has risen, the sector has faced continuous recruitment and retention challenges, adding to long-term personnel shortages. For example, there were approximately 131,000 vacant positions in adult social care in England in 2023–2024, indicating ongoing shortages of employees in this sector (UK Parliament POST, 2025). With 19% of the UK population 65 or older in 2022 and projected to rise to 27% by 2072, demographic shifts are further driving up the demand for care (Barton et al., 2024).

According to Marino and Keizer, (2023) migrant workers became increasingly prevalent in ASC workforce beginning in the early 2000s. Migrant workers have frequently filled occupations that have been difficult to fill domestically, particularly minimum-wage direct care roles (Marino and Keizer, 2023). This trend became more obvious once the European Union expanded, when workers from Eastern European nations entered the UK employment market, contributing to manpower shortages in sectors including the health and social care (Migration Observatory, 2023). Research suggests migrant workers have therefore been crucial in maintaining staffing levels in the social care sector, where domestic labour supply has found it difficult to keep up with demand (Turnpenny and Hussein, 2022)

When the UK decided to leave the European Union in 2016, the workforce's composition underwent a major shift. The termination of free movement between the UK and EU member states as a result of Brexit decreased the number of European workers available in a number of industries, including adult social care (Dayan et al., 2024). In order to reduce the labour shortage, more focus was placed on alternative overseas recruitment schemes (Migration Observatory, 2023). According to Portes and Springford (2023) these challenges  increased by the COVID-19 pandemic, which increased demand for care services while also putting more strain on the current workforce.
In response to these challenges, the UK government implemented a number of legislative measures aimed at improving workforce recruiting in the care sector Foster, (2024). One of the most significant developments was the establishment of the Health and Care Worker visa, which enabled care providers to recruit overseas workers under a separate immigration strategy  (Migration Observatory, 2023). The inclusion of care roles on the SOL acknowledged the sector's persistent workforce issues and gave employers more flexibility in recruiting migrant workers (Migration Advisory Committee, 2023).

In ASC, workforce sustainability remains a significant issue despite these legislative interventions. Migrant workers currently make up a significant proportion of the workforce, and international recruitment has emerged as an important strategy for sustaining employment levels (Skills for Care, 2025). This strategy has reduced short-term workforce concerns, but it has additionally ignited discussion about long-term labour planning and the degree to which the industry has grown structurally dependent on migrant labour (Migration Advisory Committee, 2023). 
.
2.3 Theoretical Background (500 words approx.) 
Several theoretical views contribute to an understanding of migrant workers' roles in the ASC workforce, as well as the broader relationship between migration, labour markets, and workforce sustainability. These theories give a framework for understanding why migrant labour has grown in importance in industries with persistent workforce shortages  (Turnpenny & Hussein, 2022).
One influential framework is Labour Market Segmentation Theory, which suggests that labour markets be divided into primary and secondary sectors (International Labour Organization, 2023). The primary labour market is distinguished by stable employment, a higher salary, and possibilities for career growth, while the secondary labour market frequently entails low-paid work with limited job security and limited opportunities for advancement (CORE Econ, 2023).  Many frontline carer positions in ASC are linked with low wage rates and hard working conditions (Hussein, 2017). As a result, these positions may be less appealing to domestic workers, contributing to recruitment challenges within the sector (The King’s Fund, 2024).  According to this theory, migrant workers usually fill positions in the secondary labour market, where labour shortages are most visible (International Labour Organization, 2023).
Another pertinent topic is Global Care Chain Theory, which describes the transnational movement of care labour across countries. According to Hochschild (2000), this theory explains how workers from low-income countries migrate to higher-income countries to provide care services. Increasing life expectancy and ageing populations in developed countries have significantly increased the demand for care, prompting the recruitment of migrant workers to support national care systems (Office for National Statistics 2023). In the UK, migrant workers are recognised as an important component of the ASC workforce, particularly in direct care roles, where they account for a significant proportion of staff (Skills for Care, 2025).
These theoretical concepts have been widely used by researchers examining migration and care work. Labour market segmentation theory has been applied in studies of the UK social care workforce to explain why migrant workers are frequently concentrated in lower-paid care roles that are difficult to recruit for domestically, as suggested by (Migration Observatory, 2023). Global care chain theory has also been used to explore how international migration influences the delivery of care services in countries experiencing labour shortages,  (International Labour Organization, 2024). Such studies demonstrate how migration policy and labour market dynamics interact to shape workforce composition within the adult social care sector (Migration Observatory, 2023).
Although these theories are beneficial, they have certain limits. The labour market segmentation theory has been challenged for focusing primarily on economic structures while ignoring migrant workers’ motivations and agency, as highlighted by Dias-Abey (2021). Similarly, global care chain theory emphasises structural inequities between nations while overlooking migrant workers’ diverse experiences and the impact of policy and institutional issues, as suggested by Jones (2024). Nonetheless, these theoretical views shed light on how labour shortages, migratory trends, and demographic change influence workforce dynamics in the ASC sector.

2.4 International Context (400 words approx.) 
The role of migrant workers in ASC systems reflects a broader global trend driven by ageing populations and workforce shortages. In many high-income nations, rising life expectancy and declining birth rates have increased demand for long-term care, placing pressure on domestic labour supply, as highlighted by the International Labour Organization, (2024). As a result, migrant workers have become an essential component of care systems in countries such as Canada, Germany, and Australia, where international recruitment is used to address labour shortages and maintain service provision (International Labour Organization 2024).
Migrant workers in Canada make important contributions to long-term care provision, particularly through programmes such as the Temporary Foreign Worker Program, which supports recruitment into home and residential care services, as suggested by International Labour Organization (2024). However, concerns remain regarding job security, working conditions, and limited opportunities for permanent settlement. Similarly, Germany has become increasingly reliant on migrant labour, particularly from Eastern European countries, supported by bilateral agreements aimed at addressing workforce shortages in elderly care (International Labour Organization 2024). Despite these initiatives, concerns have been raised regarding labour rights and the long-term sustainability of such recruitment strategies.
Australia is another example of international recruitment being used to strengthen the care workforce. Skilled migration programmes and sector-specific visas have created opportunities for the recruitment of overseas care workers to meet rising demand, as outlined by World Health Organization (2023). While this has increased workforce capacity, challenges remain, including staff retention, training, and the integration of migrant workers into health and social care systems.
Comparatively, the UK’s reliance on migrant labour is similar to that of these nations, but its policy approach differs. In direct response to workforce shortages, the Health and Care Worker visa was introduced, creating a more targeted pathway for international recruitment (Migration Observatory, 2023). In contrast, countries such as Australia and Canada depend on broader or short-term migration programmes. Despite these differences, countries face a common challenge of balancing short-term workforce pressures with the need for long-term sustainability and ethical recruitment practices, as emphasised by the International Labour Organization (2024).
Overall, the international context highlights the central role of migrant workers in sustaining ASC systems globally. While international recruitment can alleviate short-term labour shortages, it also raises ongoing concerns regarding workforce planning, policy effectiveness, and the ethical implications of continued reliance on migrant labour.
2.5 National/Local UK Context (450 words approx.) 
The role of migrant workers in the ASC sector is a major concern in the UK, especially in light of continuous labour shortages and rising demand for services. According to Skills for Care (2025), the sector employs about 1.59 million people but continues to have significant vacancy rates, reflecting ongoing recruitment issues. As a result, migrant workers have become an significant component of the workforce, particularly in frontline care roles, contributing to service delivery and continuity of care, as emphasised by the Migration Observatory (2023).
At national level, the UK government has implemented a number of legislative initiatives to address workforce shortages and promote international recruiting. One of the most significant developments is the establishment of the Health and Care Worker visa, which provides a specific migration pathway for overseas care professionals, as suggested by GOV.UK (2021). Furthermore, the placement of care roles on the Shortage Occupation List acknowledges the sector's continued personnel concerns (Migration Advisory Committee, 2023). However, recent changes to immigration policies, such as restrictions on dependents and salary thresholds, have raised concerns about the sustainable future of relying on foreign employment (Migration Observatory, 2023).
ASC's recruitment processes and personnel composition have been directly impacted by these policy frameworks. The International Labour Organization (2024) acknowledged that while international recruitment has assisted in reducing temporary staffing shortages, it has also contributed to increased concerns about workforce stability, ethical recruitment, and the treatment of migrant workers. Furthermore, the sector's fundamental structural issues such as low pay, limited opportunities for career advancement, and difficult working conditions may be reflected in the sector's reliance on migrant labour, which continues to impact both local and international workers (The King’s Fund, 2024).
At the local level, the impact of workforce shortages and reliance on migrant workers varies by region in the UK. For example, urban locations like London and the South East have a higher share of migrant workers in the care sector, indicating more demographic variety and access to international labour markets (Skills for Care, 2025). Rural districts and regions, such as the North East and South West, face significant recruitment challenges due to geographic isolation, lower wages, and limited access to migrant workforce (House of Commons, 2022). To address workforce gaps, local authorities and care providers have used targeted recruitment programs, collaborations with training providers, and worldwide recruitment campaigns as suggested by the Migration Observatory (2023).
Overall, the UK environment demonstrates the increased reliance on foreign labour to support the ASC workforce. While national regulations have aided foreign recruiting, significant issues remain in workforce planning, regional inequities, and the sector's long-term viability. Addressing these difficulties demands a balanced approach that takes into account both current labour needs and broader structural adjustments in adult social care (Skills for Care, 2025).

 
2.6 Conclusion (150 words approx.) 
This chapter examined the broader context of migrant workers in the ASC workforce, using historical, theoretical, international, and national perspectives. It has demonstrated how long-term workforce shortages, demographic changes, and policy developments have all contributed to the UK's growing reliance on migrant workers. The historical overview emphasised significant changes such as Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic, while theoretical frameworks such as labour market segmentation and global care chain theory provided insight into workforce patterns and migration trends. The international research showed that reliance on migrant workers is a global phenomenon, while the UK context focused on specific governmental responses, workforce challenges, and regional inequalities.
Overall, this chapter provides a foundation for understanding workforce sustainability in ASC. The following chapter will outline the research methodology, including how data will be collected and processed to better understand the role of migrant workers in the UK ASC workforce.
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