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1. Introduction

Migration into low-paid roles,1 for example in the agriculture, care, and 
domestic worker sectors, is often associated with risks of exploitation, abuse, 
and unfair working conditions. This is in part due to workers on these routes 
often having barriers or lack of access to social protection, legal support and 
remedies, as well as limitations on where and who they can work for. This is 
further exacerbated by the lack of effective regulation and labour market 
enforcement mechanisms in many host countries. In the absence of well-
designed labour migration systems, low-paid migrant workers are especially 
vulnerable to being trapped in exploitative employment arrangements, 
suffering from physical and mental harm, and risking destitution and 
irregularity.

Vulnerability is not intrinsic, but it is constructed by a range of factors, 
such as governmental agenda, bureaucratic processes, legislation and 
reform. Immigration policies and systems create risks and vulnerabilities 
to exploitation through complex processes, ineffective safeguards, and 
restrictive visa conditions imposed on migrant workers. Therefore, we need to 
deconstruct the policies that create these risks and redesign them to enable 
migrant workers to access rights and enjoy decent standards of work and living 
conditions. 

This blueprint starts with a summary of essential components (section 2) 
that aim to serve as a guide for policymakers, employers, sponsors, unions 
and other stakeholders engaging migrants in low-paid work, on options to 
consider when working on policy that makes migration into low-paid work 
safer and fairer. Rather than functioning as a universal guide, these serve as 
a practical guide for analysis that should also take into account the context 
of where they are applied. Risks present in immigration routes will vary based 
on nature of jobs (e.g. whether work is in isolation), economic factors (e.g. 
demand for workers and labour shortages), interaction between immigration 
policies and access to support and redress (e.g. labour market enforcement, 
social protection systems), and how immigration systems are operationalised 
(e.g. bilateral agreements, sponsor-based models, points based systems). By 
adopting and implementing context-specific measures that mitigate risk of 
exploitation, we can strive towards a future where migration into low-paid work 
is safer, fairer, and beneficial for all parties involved. While this blueprint draws 
on examples from the UK immigration system, it aims to be applicable to wider 
international discourse on migration routes into low-paid work. 

1  This publication focuses on low-paid roles rather than low-paid sectors, in recognition that while 
the majority of roles in “historically low-paid” sectors are low-paid, higher paid roles also exist in 
these sectors.
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The publication then outlines the necessity of examining labour migration 
components in designing safer and fairer routes (section 3), which summarises 
common factors that can create risks of exploitation for migrant workers and 
that the Essential Components aims to address, before concluding with the 
methodology (section 4).

This blueprint focuses on the migrant worker themselves and aims to ensure 
that national systems equip them with essential rights and protections. 
Migrant workers must be able to access these rights and protections when 
necessary, in line with the ‘continuum’ approach to labour exploitation. The 
‘continuum’ approach recognises that labour exploitation is part of a spectrum 
that ranges from decent work through to progressively serious labour law 
violations, culminating in severe exploitation, including forced labour and 
human trafficking (Labour Exploitation Advisory Group, 2024).

Safer and fairer migration for low-paid workers refers to a process that ensures 
they can move from one country to another without unreasonable risk of harm 
and are able to secure fair arrangements, both financially and in terms of 
personal investment. It recognises that it is the host country’s responsibility 
to put systems in place to address issues that may arise during the migration 
journey, such as legal or social challenges, proactively enforce these measures 
and ensure that migrant workers can access remedy. It also entails providing 
access to transparent rules and regulations, as well as access to specialist 
legal advice when needed, practical options to decrease dependency on any 
particular employer, along with clear information on what to expect during the 
migration process.

FLEX’s blueprint for safer and fairer migration for low-paid workers is grounded 
on 3 pillars of protection:

1.	 Fair visa conditions

2.	 Worker safeguards

3.	 Clear and accessible systems 

These pillars of protection consist of indispensable rights and options that 
enable migrant workers to (1) secure fair arrangements, (2) effectively handle 
issues that arise, and (3) navigate the migration system with confidence. 
Implementation of these rights and protections must be integrated, not 
isolated (see figure 1):

•	 Reduced cost burden

•	 Labour mobility

•	 Option to renew work visa

•	 Pathways to settlement

•	 Right to bring family 

•	 Safeguards against unethical recruitment

•	 Access to social protection systems

•	 Access to protective labour market structures

•	 Clear, simple and accessible information
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“Nobody should be condemned to 
live in fear, or poverty, or insecurity, 
just because she or he was born 
somewhere. I really consider this as a 
basic right of a person to try to work 
towards change of his or her situation. 
The absence of the possibility to 
migrate within the continent, or within 
the whole world, feels to me, like a 
breach of the basic right.”

Migrant support organisation research participant A
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2. Essential 
components for 
safer and fairer 
migration for 
low-paid workers

2.1. Fair visa conditions
Migrant workers in low-paid work play a significant role in the economy and 
labour market needs of their host countries. Furthermore, their remittances 
provide substantial economic benefits to their countries of origin. However, 
despite their essential contributions, these workers often face considerable 
challenges. They frequently undertake jobs that local populations are less 
inclined to do and are simultaneously vulnerable to restrictive immigration 
policies, exploitative working conditions, and inadequate legal and social 
protections. Therefore, to develop safer migration pathways, policymakers 
must acknowledge the need to guarantee rights and protections for low-
paid migrant workers. This includes enabling them to pursue decent work 
opportunities, the freedom to leave exploitative situations and seek better 
employment, and the ability to negotiate fair terms and conditions for 
themselves.

Figure 1. Pillars of protection and essential components for safer and fairer migration for low-paid workers.
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A. Reduced cost burden

Poverty and debt are widely recognised as root causes of labour exploitation. 
In developing routes into low-paid work, policymakers and stakeholders should 
seek to identify opportunities to remove or reduce costs for migrant workers, 
such as: 

•	 Removing visa costs (e.g. application fees, health surcharges, certification).

•	 Ensuring recruitment fees and associated costs are banned.

•	 Covering travel and relocation costs.

Rules on payment of visa fees, including visa renewal fees, should be designed 
according to the migration model (sponsored or non-sponsored) used by the 
state, recognising that the sponsor model will create a significantly higher 
level of dependency.

B. Labour mobility

The inability to leave abusive employers enables and facilitates the exploitation 
of workers. In developing a more secure migration system for migrant workers 
in low-paid roles, policymakers should consider the practicalities of changing 
employers and visa sponsors in identifying ways of improving worker mobility, 
such as:

•	 Increasing the period of time in which it is permitted to change employers 
or visa sponsors to a reasonable length, allowing workers to search for jobs, 
submit applications, and attend interviews, if necessary, without fear of 
losing status due to time limitations. 

•	 Implementing safeguards, such as non-cancellation clauses, to ensure that 
worker visas are not cancelled by previous sponsors while they look for 
work.

•	 Providing temporary or bridging visas that allow a migrant worker to stay in 
the host country for a period of time between visa applications and enable 
them to raise complaints knowing that there are safeguards against losing 
status.

These measures help to prevent workers being unfairly double punished for 
their exploitation – they can report and still have a reasonable chance of 
maintaining their immigration status and finding other work.
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C. Option to renew work visa

Short-term and non-renewable visas present a significant risk of labour abuse 
and exploitation (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2022). In developing safer 
routes for migrants in low-paid work, policymakers should take measures to 
prevent these risks, such as:

•	 Giving migrant workers the option to extend or renew visas in-country.

•	 Removing ‘cooling-off’ periods between visas.

Extendible and renewable visas will provide migrant workers time to learn 
more about their employment rights in the host country and establish support 
networks, enabling them to assert their rights and demand fair treatment.

D. Pathways to settlement

Migrant workers in low-paid roles often have no route to settlement, forcing 
them to remain in historically high-risk sectors to maintain immigration 
status. On the other end of the spectrum, most migrant workers in high-paid 
roles have pathways to settlement. These pathways aim to attract and retain 
talented individuals from abroad, recognising the valuable contributions that 
they make to the economy. In developing safer migration routes, policymakers 
should recognise that all migrant workers, regardless of sector or role, play a 

Box 1. Examples of bridging visas
Several countries have introduced forms of bridging visas so that migrants with work visas (or equivalent 
statuses), who experience labour exploitation or loss of employment and/or immigration status through no 
fault of their own, have routes to remain in country while they seek redress. This also helps enable workers to 
leave abusive work situations. Examples include, but are not limited to:

Australia:

Recently introduced, the Workplace Justice visa allows workers that hold a temporary visa with work rights, 
or those that have recently held one of these visas, and that have a certification of workplace exploitation 
claim, to stay in Australia up to 12 months, depending on circumstances, to pursue workplace exploitation 
claims (Australian Government - Department of Home Affairs, 2025).

Republic of Ireland:

The Reactivation Employment Permit provides a pathway to re-employment and migration status for non-
EEA nationals who have held an employment permit to work in the State and have fallen out of employment 
(and consequently regular migration status) through no fault of their own, or who have been exploited or 
treated poorly by their employer (Government of Ireland - Department of Justice, 2024). Applicants may 
be granted a maximum period of up to 24 months in the first instance and this may be extended for up 
to a further three years, after which it is envisaged that the holder would apply for long-term residency 
(Government of Ireland - Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, n.d).
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significant role in the economy by meeting the labour market needs of the host 
country, and thus should consider:

•	 Ensuring that low-paid migrant workers are not excluded from pathways to 
settlement.

•	 Pathways to settlement should be a maximum of 5 years and include the 
time spent on other visas in the qualifying period for settlement.

E. Right to bring family

Stripping away the right to family life from migrant workers represents an 
extreme form of commodifying people. Migrant workers deserve the same 
right to enjoy family life as any other individual. When migrants are separated 
from their families, they face emotional stress and social isolation, which can 
make them more vulnerable to exploitation by abusive employers or sponsors. 
In developing safer routes, policymakers must recognize that the ability 
to bring their families to the host country plays a crucial role in enhancing 
their psychological and social well-being, which in turn can mitigate the risk 
of exploitation. The presence of family members can serve as an informal 
watchdog against exploitative practices, as the worker may feel more 
empowered to report injustices or seek help.

2.2. Worker Safeguards 
Migrant workers in low-paid roles must be able to act independently and make 
their own free choices. They should be able to influence their circumstances 
and make changes to protect their own interests and wellbeing. To do this, they 
must be able to access tools to navigate complex and unfamiliar systems to 
assert their rights, obtain fair wages, and acquire necessary legal and social 
services. 

A. Safeguards against unethical recruitment

It is important to ensure that migrant workers have access to measures that 
protect them from unethical recruitment practices and provide redress and 
accountability if it occurs. Reports have shown that workers often have to pay 
exorbitant recruitment fees and other expenses, resulting in substantial debts 
even before they arrive in the host country. Further, options for compensation 
and other forms of redress are often unavailable, as recruitment fees may be 
deemed illegal in the host country but legal in the worker’s country of origin.

To help alleviate risks related to unethical recruitment, host countries should 
consider how to closely monitor recruitment practices both in the country 
of origin and the country of destination and establish effective channels for 
redress. This monitoring process should consider jurisdictional issues and 
explore opportunities for cross-border cooperation. They should also make 
clear who is accountable for enforcement for the redress channels.
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B. Access to social protection systems

Without access to vital safety nets, migrants in low-paid work may find 
themselves unable to leave abusive or exploitative employment (Focus 
on Labour Exploitation, 2022). In developing safer migration pathways, 
policymakers should consider providing migrants in low-paid work access to 
social protection systems, such as:

Social security protections

When recruiting workers into low-pay and insecure employment, host countries 
should ensure they have access to vital safety nets. Social security protections 
are safety nets that provide vital support and assistance to individuals and 
families in times of need. These safeguards are designed to ensure that no 
one falls through the cracks and faces dire financial consequences due to 
unforeseen circumstances such as disability, illness, pregnancy, injury at work, 
unemployment, or old age. 

Healthcare

Migrant workers should have access to the healthcare they need. This should 
be available at the same cost to nationals of the country in which they work. 
Primary care, such as routine check-ups and preventive services, is important 
for detecting and addressing common health issues. However, secondary 
healthcare, which includes specialised medical treatments and procedures, 
is equally essential for managing complex health conditions and providing 
necessary interventions. Having no access to free secondary care creates 
dependencies on employers, preventing workers from leaving exploitative 
situations and asserting rights or seeking assistance. Preventable illnesses 
may progress to become non-treatable if workers do not seek healthcare due to 
high costs or fear of losing work.

C. Access to protective labour market structures

Limiting or restricting access to justice contributes to the creation of a two-
tiered workforce, where workers face significant barriers to enforcing their 
rights, and allows for the proliferation of labour and criminal law violations, 
while also driving down employment standards for all (Focus on Labour 
Exploitation, 2024c). In developing safer migration routes for workers in low-
paid roles, policymakers must ensure that they are able to access and enforce 
their rights in practice through structures such as:

Union membership and involvement in monitoring

Unions play a crucial role in providing their members with knowledge about 
their rights and how to enforce them. In low-paid professions where union 
membership is low or awareness is lacking, workers are left without the 
necessary support to access labour market protections (Focus on Labour 
Exploitation, 2017). Workers, regardless of immigration status, must have the 
freedom to join trade unions without fear of retribution or repercussion. By 
being part of a union, workers can gain a collective voice, advocate for their 



Blueprint for safer and fairer migration for low-paid work 12

rights, and improve their working conditions. Host countries should also explore 
mechanisms for union involvement in the monitoring of labour migration routes 
into high-risk sectors and low-paid roles.

Mechanisms of statutory enforcement and redress 

Labour market enforcement systems must be cohesively structured and easily 
navigated by workers if they are to enforce their rights and access redress 
in practice. The system must be designed to create coordination between 
the different labour inspectorate agencies to make it easier for workers to 
report complaints and access remedy. It must be grounded in the principles of 
protected reporting, evidence-based resourcing, compliance with international 
standards at a minimum, fair and efficient remediation, gender sensitivity, and 
meaningful worker participation.

It is crucial for the host country’s government to adequately resource 
labour market enforcement to ensure that there is capacity to conduct 
regular proactive inspections of workplaces with a focus on compliance and 
enforcement of standards and employment laws. The International Labour 
Organisation recommends one inspector for every 10,000 workers to enable 
proactive labour market enforcement. 

The significant factor preventing migrant workers from reporting abuse is the 
fear of facing immigration consequences. Simultaneous or joint operations, 
where labour market enforcement and law enforcement conduct investigations 
with immigration enforcement, undermine trust in enforcement mechanisms 
among migrant workers, thereby impeding operational effectiveness at 
identifying and addressing exploitation (Labour Exploitation Advisory Group, 
2020). Joint inspections also stop workers from reporting the non-payment 
of wages (Low Pay Commission, 2022). To enable workers to have meaningful 
access to protection and redress, it is essential to implement secure reporting 
pathways that effectively separate immigration enforcement from labour 
market enforcement.

As previously mentioned, bridging visas and non-cancellation clauses are other 
safeguards that can mitigate circumstances where immigration status and 
sponsorship arrangements limit migrant workers’ options to challenge poor 
working conditions, or to access redress. Bridging visas are temporary visas 
that allow a migrant worker to stay in the host country for a period of time 
between visa applications, allowing workers to raise complaints without fear 
of losing status. Non-cancellation clauses ensure that worker visas are not 
cancelled by previous sponsors while they look for work. This allows them to 
report exploitation without fear of retribution in the form of visa cancellation.

2.3. Clear and accessible immigration 
systems
Complex and inaccessible systems can increase vulnerability of migrant 
workers to exploitation and misinformation, especially when compounded 
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by linguistic, legal, social and cultural barriers. It is therefore crucial that 
migration and safeguarding systems are designed so that they are clear and 
accessible in practice. This allows for workers to make informed decisions 
regarding their decision to migrate, and to plan accordingly for the future. 
As well as rights being in place, awareness and understanding of their 
rights enables workers to seek appropriate assistance and assert their legal 
protections, preventing them from being trapped in exploitation.

A. Clear, simple and accessible information 

As highlighted above, migration and safeguarding systems must be designed 
with enough flexibility so that they don’t push migrants into irregularity and 
are clear enough that they can be understood and navigated without the need 
to pay third-party actors. Migrant workers must be able to access reliable and 
accurate information across all stages of labour migration: before leaving their 
country of origin, during their stay in the country where they are working, and 
after the end of employment or upon return to their country of origin.  

Information must be accessible to those who are at the stage of thinking of 
migrating for work and making sure that they are able to make an informed 
decision to work in another country. This includes verifiable and clear 
information on the following:

•	 Visa application process

•	 Eligibility requirements

•	 Documentary requirements

•	 Fees and associated costs

•	 Visa restrictions and conditions

•	 Immigration and employment rights and remedies

•	 Terms and conditions of their employment

While there is always going to be some level of complexity in these systems, 
they also need to be designed in a way that people can navigate them in safe 
and accessible ways that do not require workers to pay private actors. This 
could include having clear information on official government websites and 
having alternative systems in place for those that have higher support needs.  

During a migrant worker’s stay in the host country, they must be able to access 
reliable and accurate information about immigration and employment rights, 
and have practical ways to access and enforce these rights. This is particularly 
important for short-term visa routes, where without options to switch onto 
another route or bridging visa recourse, rights feel inaccessible, as processing 
of claims can take long periods of time. Without these options, not only are 
there barriers to reporting but also increased risks of unscrupulous employers 
using information to threaten workers they have no or few immigration options 
to prevent them leaving exploitation. Workers must also have access to legal 
aid funded specialist legal advice when necessary (both in the host country and 
upon return to their country of origin). 
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3. The necessity of 
examining labour 
migration 
components in 
designing safer and 
fairer routes

This section explains how the different components frequently present in 
labour migration routes into low-paid work, often create risks of exploitation 
for migrant workers. The factors presented in this section both intersect with 
and can be caused by visa restrictions (see box 2 for common visa restrictions 
attached to migration routes into low-paid work).

Box 2. Common visa conditions
Migration routes into low-paid work in the UK, such as the Seasonal Worker Scheme, Overseas Domestic 
Worker visa, and Health and Care Worker Visa often combine various conditions that can create risks of 
exploitation. These often include, but are not limited to: 

•	 No recourse to public funds (restricted access to social protections)

•	 No access to healthcare beyond primary care

•	 Short-term and non-renewable visas

•	 Cooling-off periods prior to renewal (minimum mandatory waiting times)

•	 Sponsor-tied visas

•	 Restricted labour mobility (conditions on the right to change employer, occupation, sector or visa)

•	 No route to settlement

•	 No right to bring dependants

•	 High visa and associated costs
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3.1. Risks arising from restrictive visa 
conditions

Debt bondage

Debt poses a major risk of exploitation of migrant workers in low-paid roles. 
Some workers incur substantial debts to cover visa fees, travel expenses, 
relocation costs, and illegal recruitment fees. As a result, some workers 
arrive in the host country already considerably indebted. Combined with the 
restrictive and sponsor-dependent nature of migration routes into low-paid 
sectors, workers are then unable to escape exploitative situations or seek help 
due to fear of further financial consequences and deportation (Fisher, 2023; 
Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2023; Åhlberg, 2024).

In the UK, for example, workers coming in through the Seasonal Worker 
Scheme (SWS) and the Health and Care Worker Visa (H&CWV) have reported 
being charged recruitment fees ranging from £3,000 to £18,000 (Das, 2022; 
Dugan, 2022). This is despite UK law prohibiting employment businesses or 
agencies from charging or seeking to charge work-seekers to find or seek work 
for them (Employment Agencies Act, 1973).2

“Because they know there’s not many people in the UK who want 
to do this care [work] anyway. So, people getting the healthcare 
visa don’t necessarily know what we’re getting into until we get to 
the UK. Which in that way becomes a problem because they have 
money to refund, loans to pay back, and so, yeah. They’re stuck in 
a job that they can’t necessarily leave because of the conditions of 
the visa.” 

Migrant worker research participant A

“Those temporary visa routes […] The worker ends up really in the 
power of the employer because they’re tied to them, it’s a short 
amount of time, they’ve invested a lot in coming and then they 
need to make the most of that time.”   

Migrant support organisation research participant B

2  A recent change to sponsor guidance (SE2.4) also now prohibits SWS sponsors from “seeking 
to recoup any part of the sponsor licence fee and associated administrative costs from their  
sponsored workers from 9 April 2025”
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Common visa restrictions present in migration routes into low-paid work that 
increase risk of debt bondage: 

•	 Short-term and non-renewable visas

•	 Cooling-off periods prior to renewal

•	 Sponsor-tied visas

•	 Restricted labour mobility

•	 Restricted access to social protections

•	 No route to settlement

•	 No right to bring dependants

•	 High visa and associated costs

 
Dependency on sponsor or employer

Immigration restrictions can result in workers being made highly dependent 
on their employer or sponsor for their life and work, for example, when a 
worker’s immigration status is tied to a specific employer or sponsor (Åhlberg 
and Granada, 2022). While there will always be a level of dependency present 
in employment relationships, high levels of dependency, alongside other 
factors, can lead to heightened risks of labour exploitation. Sponsor-tied visas 
create an inability for workers to change jobs, employers or sponsors, making 
them highly vulnerable to exploitative practices. While not always directly an 
immigration condition, this is exacerbated in situations where workers have 
little option but to live in employer-provided housing (e.g. live-in care work or 
agriculture workers placed in caravans on or near the farms where they work). 
This dependency is also often amplified by the accumulated impact of other 
factors such as short-term and non-renewable visas, migration-related debts, 
and a lack of access to independent advice or support: 

“And on top of that, you used to get short-term visa – it’s quite 
exploitative the way the system works right now. And if people are 
coming on a work visa, for instance, they’re tied to one employer 
who can easily terminate their sponsorship at any time. So, having 
that, you know, short-term and tied to one person is basically like, 
this-is-your-master, I’m-your-slave kind of situation. But if it’s 
long-term, and it’s independent of one organisation, I think that 
would be ideal.”  

Migrant Worker research participant A

Employers and sponsors sometimes take advantage of this dependency, 
capitalising on the migrant workers’ fear of losing their job or sponsorship and 
facing deportation, which acts as a powerful deterrent for migrant workers to 
report exploitative practices or seek help (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2023).

“The system also gives a huge amount of power to employers, 
whereby they can actually cancel sponsorship of the worker at any 
time. And there are certain conditions that need to be met. […] 
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this system as it is now does allow quite a lot of exploitation of the 
employee. Because they can’t necessarily complain when they’re 
being mistreated by employers, and employers also pay quite a 
huge amount of money, meaning that they want to get as much 
hours from the employee as possible. So, it doesn’t work for both 
parties at the moment.” 

Migrant Worker research participant A

Without having bridging visas in place, there is significant risk for workers 
when there is a revocation or loss of a sponsorship licence, as they then do 
not have alternative employment options (e.g. options to switch sectors or 
sponsors). Because of this, migrant workers may be hesitate to speak up about 
workplace issues and abuses for fear of their sponsor losing their sponsorship 
license, and consequently, their own loss of employment (Focus on Labour 
Exploitation, 2023). 

In the UK, when a sponsor’s licence is revoked, migrant workers have 60 days 
to find a new sponsor (for visas that allow workers to switch sponsors, such as 
skilled worker visas). If they cannot find an alternative employer willing and 
able to sponsor them within 60 days, they may be required to leave the UK 
(Home Office, 2024a).3 

“My colleague runs a legal helpline […] and gets a lot of calls 
from careworkers. And one of the things she hears a lot of is that 
people are really struggling to find new sponsors, if they do want 
to leave their employer. There’s a lack of employers who are given 
the sponsorship license. But actually, it seems some employers are 
getting rid of the sponsorship license because they don’t want that 
scrutiny from the Home Office. And then, that means that people 
will have to leave that place of work but are finding it hard to find 
other places.”

Migrant support organisation research participant C

3    In practice the UK Government may have taken a concessionary approach in some instances, 
for example with some people on the Health and Care Worker Visa. However, this is not officially in 
guidance and details are sparse on the practicalities of this.
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Box 3. Barriers to changing employers and sponsors on the 
UK’s Seasonal Worker Scheme (SWS) for horticulture work 
and Overseas Domestic Worker (ODW) visa

Case study: SWS 

Under SWS rules, workers can request to be transferred to another farm by their scheme operator (visa 
sponsor). According to these rules, workers should be able to request and receive a transfer unless there are 
“significant reasons not to permit this (for example, their visa will imminently expire and the duration of the 
necessary training requirements would make such a move impractical).” In practice, however, many workers 
reported having their transfer requests denied or ignored. In a FLEX survey of workers, 55% of those who 
made a request for a transfer were refused. Workers interviewed reported widespread practices of scheme 
operators refusing or ignoring transfer requests, which seemed to encourage a culture amongst some 
workers in which they no longer asked to change farms, as they had no confidence that their requests would 
be acted on (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2024a).

Similarly, under the immigration rules for the SWS route, workers are unable to switch scheme operators 
including in instances where their operator had their license suspended or revoked. In practice, it appears 
that there has been the facilitation of moving some workers to other sponsors following suspensions or 
revocations (Home Office, 2024b).  However, this has been done on an ad hoc basis, with the UK Government 
indicating that they have no plans to update guidance to officially allow workers to switch sponsors in these 
instances.

Case Study: ODW visa

ODW visa holders are permitted to change employers, but not to apply to renew their six-month long visa 
unless they receive a positive Conclusive Grounds decision through the UK’s National Referral Mechanism 
(NRM). Only those workers referred into the NRM as potentially trafficked would have options to continue 
working within the terms of their visa beyond the expiry date while an identification decision is being made. 
They can only apply to extend their visa up to a maximum total duration of 2.5 years in the UK if they receive 
a positive Conclusive Grounds decision as trafficked (Kalayaan, 2019). These changes, which were made 
in 2016, failed to follow the recommendations of the Government’s independent review (Ewins, 2015) or 
ODW visa holders themselves and do not address the risks of exploitation which remain inherent in the 
restricted ODW visa. The right to change employers on this visa outside of the UK’s trafficking identification 
mechanism remains inaccessible in practice as finding decent work in the domestic sector with a few months 
left on a visa and no option to renew is unlikely. Workers who are in exploitation are trapped by the restrictive 
visa framework until their exploitation reaches the threshold of trafficking, by which time it is too late to 
prevent their exploitation (Roberts, 2024).
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Common visa restrictions present in short term migration routes into low-paid 
work that increase dependency on sponsor or employer: 

•	 Non-renewability of work visa/permit

•	 Sponsor-tied visas

•	 Restricted labour mobility

•	 Restricted access to social protections

•	 No route to settlement

•	 No right to bring dependants

•	 High visa and associated costs

Lack of access to social protections

Migrant workers are often denied, have limited access to, or are charged higher 
rates for accessing social protections in host countries (e.g. the Immigrant 
Health Surcharge in the UK). This is despite their significant contribution to 
the local economy and society (International Trade Union Confederation, 2021). 
Migrants in low-paid work are disproportionately affected by this as they may 
have limited means to safeguard their well-being outside of employment, 
in part due to their lower earning ability, as well as lack of social networks 
and support (International Labour Organization, 2021; Human Trafficking 
Foundation, 2022). This heightens migrant workers’ economic dependency on 
their employers or sponsors, allowing the perpetuation of exploitative practices 
(Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2022).

Complex eligibility requirements can result in misinformation or fear of usage 
of entitlements. For example, even if workers are entitled to free at point of use 
healthcare, they may not access it due to not understanding what services they 
are entitled to or because they have a fear of being charged. 

In the UK, ‘No Recourse to Public Funds’ (NRPF) is a condition applied to most 
people on temporary work visas, including the ODW visa, and the SWS. Further 
it is also found in some non-temporary visa routes such as the H&CWV. Having 
NRPF means that the individual has no entitlement to most welfare benefits, 
including Universal Credit and housing assistance. Numerous studies have 
documented the harm that NRPF does to migrants by denying them access to 
support, forcing people into destitution and debt, and preventing them from 
leaving exploitative and abusive situations (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 
2022). In a previous report, FLEX identified several cases of people staying in 
situations that had become exploitative because they could not access welfare 
support and were afraid of experiencing financial difficulties, destitution, and 
homelessness if they lost their job or had their hours reduced (Focus on Labour 
Exploitation, Independent Workers Union of Great Britain, and United Voices 
of the World, 2021). This study also highlighted that exploiters are often aware 
that they have increased power over those that have restrictions on access to 
welfare support and will therefore specifically target these groups.
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Physical and social isolation

Physical isolation and social exclusion experienced by migrant workers can 
further increase risk of exploitation. Many migrant workers are required to live 
away from their families because either their visas do not allow them to bring 
dependents, the visa and associated costs are too high, or due to the short-
term nature of transient visas. The absence of their usual support structures, 
combined with the pressure to provide financial support for their families back 
home and vulnerabilities with migration itself, can make them more likely to 
accept exploitative conditions for fear of losing their job and failing to provide 
for their families. 

In the UK, migrant workers in low-paid roles often work in isolated settings, for 
example, in inaccessible farms for seasonal workers, or in private homes for 
overseas domestic workers and care workers (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 
2023). Besides increasing isolation, visa restrictions barring dependents from 
joining migrant workers in the host country may lead to a greater reliance 
on the employer without the financial security a partner’s income provides 
(Sumption and Brindle, 2024).

“In terms of the care sector, I think that’s probably a whole other 
conversation. The fact that you, on the care worker visa, you’re 
being tied into one employer, it makes you choose between being 
exploited or having to go home or being forced to go home and that 
is a terrible situation, really, to be in because you’re extremely 
vulnerable for that and, especially if you work in live-in care as well 
then you are even less visible to the outside world”. 

Migrant support organisation research participant D

Common visa restrictions present in migration routes into low-paid work that 
increase risk of physical and social isolation: 

•	 No right to bring dependants

•	 High visa and associated costs

•	 Short-term and non-renewable visas

3.2. Risks arising from lack of worker 
safeguards
Lack of access to worker safeguards such as effective labour market 
enforcement mechanisms, secure reporting and unions, result in migrant 
workers being unable to report abuses, enforce their rights, or seek remedies 
and redress.

Inability to enforce labour rights

Statutory enforcement bodies play a crucial role in ensuring compliance with 
labour laws and safeguarding workers from exploitation. These entities are 
essential to monitor and regulate the activities of employers, ensuring that 
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they adhere to the established labour standards and treat their employees 
fairly.

By proactively investigating and addressing violations, enforcement bodies 
deter employers from engaging in exploitative practices such as withholding 
wages, imposing excessive working hours, or subjecting workers to hazardous 
conditions. Their presence creates a deterrent effect, as employers become 
aware that non-compliance will result in legal consequences and reputational 
damage. The lack of a proactive enforcement mechanism results in a 
double failure for workers: they lose access to protection and exploiters go 
unpunished.

The UK, for example, has one of the weakest labour market enforcement 
systems in Europe. It is highly fragmented, spread across six different 
enforcement agencies and falls under the responsibility of numerous 
government departments (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2024b). It is severely 
under-resourced, with an inspector-to-worker ratio that falls below the 
International Labour Organization’s recommendation of one inspector per 
10,000 workers (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2017). It is also reactive and 
individualised, with the burden being placed on the worker to report violations, 
though the workers that are the most vulnerable to exploitation are often the 
least likely to come forward (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2023).  Moreover, 
with legal aid for employment matters not being generally available (Anti 
Trafficking and Labour Exploitation Unit, 2022), bringing a claim to the 
Employment Tribunal can be a long and complex process, especially for 
migrant workers who may not have the financial resources or technical know-
how, or are only in the UK for a short period of time.

Box 4. The UK’s Employment Rights Bill
Labour market enforcement (LME) in the UK may become less fragmented moving forward. Through the 
recently introduced Employment Rights Bill (ERB), the UK Government has committed to the introduction 
of a single enforcement body, known as the Fair Work Agency (FWA) (Department from Business & Trade, 
2024). This aims to bring together existing state enforcement functions so that there will be a single 
place where workers and employers can turn for help. Contingent on its design and resourcing, it has the 
potential to bring clarity around the fragmented LME system in the UK if it is enshrined in a commitment to 
international labour standards (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2024c).

However, in its current form, the ERB fails to give meaningful access to vital protections for thousands 
upon thousands of some of the most at-risk workers. For the ERB to work, practical provisions including 
secure reporting pathways and mechanisms to prevent visa cancellation or provide bridging options must be 
introduced to ensure these rights are extended to workers on restrictive visas.
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Inability to safely report labour abuses

Workers may endure exploitation due to the fear that reporting to the police 
or labour inspectors will put them at risk of arrest, detention, or removal from 
the country in which they live and work (Labour Exploitation Advisory Group, 
2020). This is especially true for workers who have been pushed into irregular 
migration status, and where working without the right to work has been 
criminalised (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2023). People who are classified as 
irregular may have entered through regular migration routes and subsequently 
lost their status due to the complex and rigid requirements of restrictive labour 
migration policies. This may happen because they do not understand or have 
been misled about migration policies and processes, cannot afford the fees to 
renew their visa, have no option to switch or renew their visa, cannot reach the 
high thresholds or conditions required of other migration routes, are forced by 
(economic) circumstances to breach the conditions of their visa, or because the 
way that visa/migration routes are designed pushes them into irregularity (e.g. 
their employer cancelled their visa or their employer’s sponsorship license was 
revoked or cancelled). 

In the UK, for example, workers with irregular migration status have no 
authorisation to work, thus, are not covered by most available labour 
protections and are criminalised by the Illegal Working Offence (Immigration 
Act, 2016, sec. 34). They also have no access to most social protections, other 
than limited (primary) healthcare through the National Health Service (Åhlberg 
and Granada, 2022). The combination of lack of legal and social protections 
and minimal bargaining power leaves irregular migrants susceptible to severe 
exploitation under constant threat of denunciation to immigration authorities, 
thus perpetuating a cycle of abuse and vulnerability within the labour market. 
Further, while hostile environment policies target migrants with irregular 
migration status, they affect all migrant workers with insecure immigration 
status, as reporting an abusive employer may put them at risk of losing their 
sponsor, therefore, falling into irregularity.

Low levels of unionisation can also impact workers ability to report labour 
abuses. Unions are protective labour market structures that can enable 
workers to collectively exercise their rights, improve their conditions, and 
provide workers with information, advice and support.  Without access to union 
membership and rights, migrant workers are at higher risk of exploitation 
because they are unable/less able to address power imbalances and abuses 
(Labour Exploitation Advisory Group, 2024).

In the UK, reports have found low levels of unionisation and a lack of awareness 
about trade unions in low-paid sectors with a high proportion of migrant 
workers (Boelman et al., 2023). Workers have been found to be hesitant to join 
trade unions for fear of being penalised by their employers and consequently 
losing their job and immigration status (Focus on Labour Exploitation, 2023). 
Moreover, workers on short term visas are unlikely to consider that they would 
benefit from union membership due to membership costs, often having to pay a 
period of dues before they can access support, and also not being around long 
enough to benefit from union negotiations. 
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3.3. Risks arising from complexity of 
migration systems  
Immigration rules change frequently and are often complex and confusing, 
even for those who work regularly with immigration matters. The same can 
often be said for access to justice systems and safety nets, such as social 
protection systems. This complexity can result in barriers to workers being able 
to navigate these systems in safe and accessible ways. 

Inability to navigate systems

Complex migration systems can result in difficulties for workers in 
understanding the official processes of migrating and accessing protection 
systems while complying with visa conditions once in the host country. This 
can then lead to workers having a lack of clarity around the options available to 
them to leave poor or exploitative working conditions, not understanding their 
immigration status, facing barriers to accessing immigration or legal advice, 
and fears of potential immigration consequences resulting from, for instance, 
reporting abuse. 

In our focus groups with workers, the complexity of the UK’s migration and 
labour market enforcement systems, and the lack of systems in place to assist 
workers with navigating these systems, were raised as the main risk factors of 
labour exploitation.

“And one of the areas that we see a lot is where, actually, people 
just don’t really know what their [immigration] status is. But then, 
they may be told what their status is, such that they can’t enforce 
those rights, either by their employer or their communities. And 
that not knowing, or not being clear about what their position is, 
leads to a lack of access to justice in another area. Like, how you 
get a minimum wage, or how you’re treated fairly at work.” 

Migrant support organisation research participant A

Further, this complexity, alongside the above mentioned barriers to seeking 
assistance or receiving information through government channels, can 
require workers to seek private assistance to migrate or navigate systems 
(Migrant support organisation research participant D). This can have serious 
consequences for workers during the recruitment process, as they may be 
charged additional recruitment related fees for these services (illegal and/or 
legal).4 This can then increase the likelihood of the worker going into debt:

4    It is important to note that workers may also be charged recruitment fees or associated costs 
that are officially allowed by the government (both in their home and destination country). This can 
include fees directly paid through government channels, but also to third parties. These official fees 
can also push workers into debt.
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“I think quite a few people raised issues around lack of information 
before coming to the UK, […]  kind of, not knowing the information 
[…]. And as a consequence, kind of, having to rely on private 
companies to apply for a visa. Having to pay quite a lot of money for 
it.” 

Migrant worker research participant B

It is important to note that governments themselves should not be the only 
actor involved in helping workers navigate systems. Non-profit organisations 
and law centres also play a crucial role in providing much needed advice to 
workers, especially as migrant workers may be more willing to trust these 
organisations than government resources. Qualified and accredited NGOs and 
support organisations play a crucial role in providing migrant workers with 
clear information about their employment rights, as well as explaining complex 
immigration rules and restrictions. However, due to funding cuts and capacity 
issues, some organisations and support providers are not able to meet the 
demand for their services (as has been seen in the UK). It is critical that workers 
have access both to independent specialist advice when needed, as well as 
clear and accessible information from governments:

“If you see how the rules are being written down, even for people 
that deal with those rules day-in, day-out, there is a point where 
you’re just ripping hair out of your head. There is a difficulty of how 
you actually pass information that is complex in a simplified way 
without actually creating more issues.” 

 Migrant support organisation research participant D

Deception in recruitment

In many cases, deception in recruitment begins with misleading job 
advertisements that claim to offer lucrative opportunities and favourable 
working conditions. However, upon arrival, migrant workers may find 
themselves in undesirable situations, facing long hours, inadequate 
compensation, and deplorable working and living conditions that starkly 
contrast with previous promises. Workers may also be charged migration costs 
beyond what is permitted (e.g. illegal recruitment fees). 

Deception in recruitment is the result of a range of factors, including but not 
limited to barriers in workers accessing correct information (e.g. workers not 
being provided a contract in a language they understand or recruiters lying 
about conditions) and asymmetries in information between recruiters and 
workers, with recruiters capitalising on the lack of knowledge of complex 
labour migration systems. This deception denies workers the ability to make 
an informed decision about migrating for work. Where deception is related to 
recruitment fees or earning potential, it can result in increased risks of debt 
bondage and destitution:
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“Yes. Because when I was in Zimbabwe, I was told that I’m going to 
get accommodation for the first month. And when I came, I did not. 
I had to look for my own accommodation, but the employer ticked 
[on the sponsor visa application] that it was going to maintain me. 
So, that’s the problem I faced when I came here. They’re only doing 
it for Home Office, but not practically.” 

Migrant worker research participant B
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This blueprint was developed on the basis of multiple sources of data collection 
and information, including speaking with workers that had direct experience 
with the UK migration system. This blueprint was also fed into by UK and 
Europe-based NGOs, all of whom provided vital expertise about how to 
implement policy for safe and fair migration. It also draws on FLEX’s analysis 
and work over the past 10 years of work dedicated to understanding the links 
between immigration policy and exploitation.

Three online focus group discussions were conducted with migrant workers. 
These sessions aimed to identify:

May 2023: Key problems in workers’ experiences of migrating into the UK and 
once living in the UK.

July 2023: How to address the issues identified in the previous session and to 
identify good practices from other countries.

September 2023: Which elements would make migrating into low-paid work 
safer and fairer.

Recruitment of participants took place via an online sign-up form that was 
distributed by support organisations in the UK as well as through FLEX’s 
social media platforms. To better understand the range of experiences that 
migrant workers face in the UK, a diverse group of participants were selected. 
This included workers across a variety of relevant sectors and communities, 
gender identities, ethnic backgrounds, ages, nationalities, immigration and 
employment statuses. Immigration statuses and visas including the H&CWV 
(3 participants), EU Settlement Scheme (pre-settled (2), and settled status 
(1)), Skilled Worker Visa dependent (1), Humanitarian Protection (1), Ukraine 
Family Scheme (1), Asylum Seekers (4), British National (Overseas) (BNO) visa 
(1), Student Visa (1), and Graduate Visa (1). This allowed for learning from the 
design of both routes with higher levels of restrictions such as the H&CWV 
as well as less restrictive routes, such as the BNO visa and Ukraine Family 
Scheme. Participants were invited to attend all three focus groups. 

This blueprint was also fed into by 11 UK-based NGOs who took part in an online 
focus group in November 2023 to provide insights into the challenges faced 
by these organisations in supporting migrants in the UK and the risk factors 
that create vulnerabilities for their service members. Furthermore, interviews 
were conducted with six representatives of Europe-based NGOs, allowing 
for a better understanding of labour migration systems, structural causes of 
exploitation, and good practices from other countries. These NGOs worked on 
migrants’ rights issues and were based in Macedonia, Greece, Italy, Czechia, the 
Netherlands, and Romania. 

4. Methodology
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To validate key components of the blueprint, workers who took part in the 
previous focus groups attended an online validation workshop in September 
2024. 
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Restrictive visas create two-tier workforces where migrant workers face 
significant barriers to enforcing their rights, driving a race to the bottom 
in terms of pay and conditions. By following the measures outlined in 
this report, and applying them based on the context of where they will be 
implemented (e.g. depending on nature of jobs, economic factors, interactions 
between immigration policies and access to support and redress, and the 
operationalisation of immigration systems), policymakers, employers, sponsors 
and other stakeholders engaging migrants in low-paid work can work towards 
migration pathways being safer and fairer for workers. This will assist with 
making migration routes beneficial for all parties involved, and not just 
governments or employers/sponsors. This is at present something that has not 
been actualised in many migration systems around the world, including the UK. 

It is essential that migrant workers are able to secure fair conditions, are 
treated with dignity and respect, their rights and wellbeing are protected, 
and that they are not put in harm’s way when migrating for work. For this to 
be realised in practice, migrant workers must be ensured fair visa conditions, 
appropriate safeguards, and a labour migration system that they are able to 
navigate with confidence.  

5. Conclusion
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