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Key facts

 110,500 509,100 £3,656
organisations registered 
as sponsors for the Skilled 
Worker visa route in 2024

Skilled Worker visa 
applications received by 
the Home Offi ce in 2023

the minimum cost to an 
applicant for a  three-year 
Skilled Worker visa, 
as at February 2025

Applications to the Skilled Worker visa route have increased signifi cantly : 

101% increase in visa applications between 2021 and 2024, 
from 127,300 to 256,300

185% increase in the number of registered sponsors between 2021 
and 2024, from 38,800 to 110,500

648,100 applications for Health and Care Worker visas since the Skilled 
Worker route was expanded to include care workers in 2022

 The Home Offi ce has maintained its performance processing Skilled Worker visas:

94%   of 1.03 million ‘straightforward’ Skilled Worker visa applications 
were processed within the Home Offi ce’s service standard times 
since January 2023

86% average customer satisfaction score since 2023

The Home Offi ce has increased its compliance activity on the route:

79% of Skilled Worker visa applications were approved in the last 
quarter of 2024, compared with 99% in 2021

1,494 sponsor licences revoked by the Home Offi ce in 2024 due to 
non-compliance, compared with 273 in 2022
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Summary

1 The Skilled Worker visa route is the main immigration route for people to 
apply to work in the UK. The government opened the route in December 2020 
following the UK’s exit from the European Union, which ended European free 
movement rights. Its aims were to deliver a fair and flexible visa system which 
enables the UK to attract the skills it needs and support wider plans for economic 
growth. The government aimed to support employers to recruit skilled workers 
from overseas, alongside wider initiatives to encourage them to train and invest in 
the UK’s workforce. The route allows UK employers to sponsor overseas workers 
in eligible roles, provided the salary exceeds a minimum threshold. It also allows 
some visa holders to bring their family members, enabling them to live and work 
in the UK. The government can flex entry requirements to respond to changes 
in government policy and economic needs.

2 The number of people applying for Skilled Worker visas has increased 
significantly, from 127,300 in 2021 to 256,300 in 2024, with a peak of 509,100 in 
2023.1 This has been driven by increased Health and Care Worker visa applications 
– from 65,600 in 2021 to a peak of 383,700 in 2023 – after the government 
changed immigration rules for the sector in 2022. The cost of running the 
Skilled Worker visa system was around £109 million in 2023-24. In the same year, 
The Home Office generated an income of approximately £438 million from Skilled 
Worker visas. It is able to use this income to fund all areas of its work on immigration.

3 The Home Office is responsible for immigration policy, including controlling 
immigration, and considering applications to enter the UK. Its UK Visas and 
Immigration Directorate is responsible for managing the Skilled Worker visa system, 
making decisions on applications and ensuring people and employers remain 
compliant with visa requirements. Responsibility for designing immigration rules 
and addressing non-compliance is spread across the department.

1 As the route was introduced in 2020, the extent to which application numbers were impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic is not clear.
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Focus of our report

4 This report examines how the Home Office manages the Skilled Worker visa 
route. We assessed whether the Home Office:

• has as an effective approach to adjusting the entry requirements to respond 
to changes in government policy and economic needs (Part Two); and

• is effectively monitoring and managing the performance of the system 
(Part Three).

5 The report recognises that the Home Office must manage competing priorities 
from the government’s immigration policy and skills agenda. We examined the 
Home Office’s approach to making changes to the route, assessing its processes, 
use of evidence, and engagement with other government departments. We focused 
on the Home Office’s approach to understanding the consequences of changes 
to entry requirements, in terms of how the route was operating and the potential 
impacts. Our assessment of the Home Office’s management of the route focused 
on its performance in providing good customer service and effectively tackling 
non-compliance, including its mechanisms for strengthening its approach. 
Details of our audit approach are set out in Appendix One.

Key findings

The Home Office’s stewardship of the Skilled Worker visa route

6 The Skilled Worker visa route is designed to offer flexibility to respond to 
changes in government policy and economic needs. In 2020, the government 
introduced the Skilled Worker visa route to mitigate the impacts of EU Exit on the 
labour market and attract skilled workers to the UK. It aimed to enable employers to 
recruit the skills they need as part of the government’s objective to create a high skill 
economy. Since then, the Home Office has adjusted entry requirements to respond 
to government policy on immigration and changing economic needs. For example, 
in 2022, it eased entry requirements for care workers to help the sector address 
skill shortages and the increased demands created by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In March 2024, the Home Office tightened entry requirements in response to the 
government’s intention to reduce net migration (paragraphs 2.1 to 2.3).
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7 Changes to the Skilled Worker visa route have not always been based on 
a full assessment of potential impacts. When considering entry requirements, 
the Home Office must balance government immigration policy with the route’s 
objective to enable employers across different sectors to recruit the skills 
they need. Ultimately, changes to immigration rules are subject to collective 
government agreement. In considering potential changes to the Skilled Worker 
visa route, the Home Office has engaged with other departments and, in particular, 
worked collaboratively with the Department of Health and Social Care on the social 
care sector. It has drawn on evidence from the Migration Advisory Committee and 
has forecast the effects on migration flows and economic impacts. However, it did 
not produce an impact assessment before changing the rules on care workers 
in 2022 and the Migration Advisory Committee has not always had sufficient 
time to undertake a full analysis of the use of the route. Further, the Spring 2024 
changes to reduce the use of the route were made with more limited consultation 
or analysis of the potential consequences for different sectors or types of business 
(paragraphs 2.4 to 2.10).

8 The Home Office does not have a full understanding of how the Skilled Worker 
visa route is operating. More people are using the Skilled Worker visa route 
than the Home Office anticipated in 2020. It forecast that it would issue 
360,000 Skilled Worker visas to people entering the country over the first three 
years but has issued 931,000 visas over this period. This has brought benefits. 
In December 2024, the Migration Advisory Committee conducted analysis which 
suggests that, on average, migrants on Skilled Worker visas have a positive net 
fiscal impact on government finances. However, the higher-than-anticipated use 
of the route also has consequences, such as an 80% increase in people staying 
permanently in the UK in 2024, compared with 2021; a 360% increase in the 
number of family members (dependants) entering the UK annually, from 55,200 
in 2021 to 254,100 in 2023; and the number of people claiming asylum after 
entering the UK on a Skilled Worker visa rising from 53 in 2022 to 5,300 in 2024.2 
The Home Office reviewed the use of the route in 2022 but has not assessed the 
impact of changes to entry requirements or evaluated the route since its expansion 
to include care workers. As a result, it does not fully understand how the route is 
being used, its contribution to the economy, or impacts on skill shortages across 
different sectors and regions. Further, it does not monitor what happens to people 
at the end of their visa period. The Home Office has commissioned an evaluation 
of the route, which will report in 2025 (paragraphs 2.11 to 2.14).

2 After five years, Skilled Worker visa holders can apply to settle permanently in the UK.
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9 The Home Office and other departments have not always collaborated 
effectively on the role that immigration plays across different sectors. 
The Home Office’s increased focus on tackling non-compliance and controlling 
migration has led to 252,700 fewer Skilled Worker visa applications in 2024, 
compared with 2023, a 50% reduction. Employers in sectors such as IT, 
science and engineering professions, where salaries are traditionally higher, 
have continued to use the route to address skill shortages. However, higher salary 
thresholds have restricted use of the route in other sectors, including public sector 
vets, butchers working in abattoirs, construction and architecture. There are also 
marked regional variations, with the route used less in some regions, such as 
the North East. The government’s original intention was for the recruitment of 
overseas workers to complement initiatives to grow the domestic labour market. 
However, there has been limited collaboration with departments on immigration 
and skills policies, although the Home Office told us this has been hampered by the 
maturity of labour market strategies. The health and social care sector continues 
to experience workforce shortages at a time that rule changes are reducing the 
potential to recruit internationally. Skills for Care projected that demand for social 
care posts will increase by 430,000 by 2035. However, following the Spring 2024 
rule changes, the Home Office estimated the number of Health and Care Worker 
visas could reduce by 385,000 over 10 years (paragraphs 1.9, 2.15 to 2.18).

The Home Office’s management of the route

Customer service

10 Since January 2023, the Home Office has processed 94% of ‘straightforward’ 
applications within its service standards but cases which require further 
information from the applicant are excluded. The Home Office balances processing 
applications quickly to help employers recruit people with conducting checks 
to test the genuineness of the application. Since 2023, the Home Office has 
processed 94% of ‘straightforward’ applications (970,200 cases) within service 
standards – slightly below its target of 98.5%.3 However, it classifies applications 
as ‘complex’ when the applicant has not provided all the necessary information, 
or further checks are required. These cases are removed from processing targets. 
Since October 2021, it classified 18% of applications as ‘complex’ (330,300 cases), 
with the proportion rising as high as 31% in busy periods. In 2024, the Home Office 
improved its performance in processing sponsor licence applications, reducing 
the average time to 34 days – below its target of eight weeks. There is scope to 
improve processing efficiency by supporting caseworkers to get decisions right first 
time and strengthening feedback loops to tackle the root causes of failure demand 
(paragraphs 3.2 to 3.6).

3 Service standards are to process out-of-country applications within three weeks and in-country applications within 
eight weeks, with the exception of Health and Care Worker visa applications which all have a three week target.
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11 Applicants are generally satisfied with visa processing, but insufficient 
management information limits the Home Office’s understanding of the service. 
The Home Office seeks feedback on its customer service from applicants. 
Since 2023, 86% have been satisfied with the application service, above the 
Home Office’s target of 80%. The Home Office provides support to applicants and 
sponsors and engages with stakeholders to seek feedback. However, it has not 
made effective use of all management information to develop a full understanding 
of its customer service. For example, it does not analyse complaint actions and 
does not have good management information on the outcomes of administrative 
reviews. This limits its ability to understand the causes of problems and improve 
the service it offers. Stakeholders told us that the sponsor guidance is complicated 
and difficult to navigate, with limited support available for those who struggle 
(paragraphs 3.7 to 3.10).

12 The Home Office is making progress in modernising the Skilled Worker visa 
system although this is taking longer than expected. In 2020, the Home Office 
set out its vision of a quicker, digitised application process for visa applicants, 
including extending its IT caseworking system to process Skilled Worker visa 
applications and making improvements to the sponsorship system. It has 
implemented changes to streamline visa systems for people entering the UK, 
such as the introduction of eVisas. However, its planned transformation of 
the sponsorship system on the Skilled Worker visa route has been delayed, 
with the replacement of the existing system extended from 2023 to 2028 and 
decommissioning of the old IT system delayed by a year. The Home Office also 
needs to address operational issues with the IT system used for processing 
applications and make further changes to provide full functionality and 
management information. The Home Office told us that, with finite digital 
resources, it prioritised demands to implement other visa transformation 
programmes and introduce new visas, such as the Ukraine resettlement 
scheme and the High Potential Individual route (paragraphs 3.11 to 3.14).
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Tackling non-compliance

13 The Home Office was initially slow to respond to the risks associated with the 
Skilled Worker visa route but has strengthened its approach. The Home Office did 
not conduct a thorough risk assessment when the route was introduced and was not 
prepared to manage the increased risks when care workers were added in 2022. It has 
since enhanced its approach to tackling non-compliance with visa and sponsorship 
conditions. It has started digital audits; established a Risk Hub to centralise risk 
identification; and introduced new checks to identify and target high-risk cases, 
and technology to check suspicious payments. It has also diversified and increased 
compliance work, referring 1,257 cases for compliance checks in the first 11 months 
of 2024, compared with 647 in 2023 and 122 in 2022. As a result, the approval rate 
on applications has reduced from 99% in 2021 to 79% in 2024 and the refusal rate 
has risen from 7% to 13% on sponsor licence applications. The Home Office revoked 
1,494 sponsor licences in 2024, compared with 337 in 2023 and 273 in 2022. 
However, despite increased compliance work, resource constraints have meant that 
just 1% of sponsors have been referred for compliance checks, with over half of live 
cases awaiting a compliance visit (paragraphs 3.15 to 3.20).

14 The Home Office does not have all the data it needs to address non-compliance 
risks. In 2024 it published a new compliance strategy, focusing on risk identification 
and intelligence. However, it has not yet developed a systematic assessment of risks 
and has limited data on the extent of workplace exploitation and sponsor compliance 
with requirements of the route. We identified the potential to make better use of data 
to help understand and manage risks.

• There are limited data on the outcomes of compliance activity which 
makes it difficult to assess the relative effectiveness of different types 
of compliance work.

• There is scope to strengthen checks on applications by better data sharing 
with other departments such as HMRC.

• There are limited data on people who remain in the UK after their visa expires, 
including what happens to people who do not continue working in the role 
they were sponsored for, and those who stop engaging with the Home Office 
(paragraphs 2.13, 3.21 to 3.22).
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15 The government’s approach to tackling the risks of migrant exploitation is not 
joined up. There is widespread evidence of exploitation in the social care sector, 
with increasing concerns about debt bondage, long working hours and exploitative 
conditions. There are no robust data on the extent of abuse. The Home Office is 
responsible for enforcing immigration rules and anti-slavery legislation, but other 
government bodies are responsible for regulating labour markets and tackling 
exploitation. The Public Accounts Committee has also recommended that the 
Department of Health and Social Care lead the sector in addressing the risks 
associated with international recruitment. There is insufficient clarity on respective 
responsibilities, including sector regulators and local government, which means 
that enforcement and safeguarding activity is fragmented. For example, 
despite efforts to improve communication, local authorities are not always aware 
when sponsor licences have been revoked, leaving people to remain in the UK 
without a valid visa. The Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority has estimated 
that 34,000 people in the care sector have been affected by the Home Office 
revoking sponsor licences (paragraphs 3.23 to 3.26).

Conclusion on value for money

16 The Skilled Worker visa route is a flexible mechanism which allows the 
government to adjust entry requirements to balance immigration policy with the 
need to address skill shortages in the UK. While the route continues to support 
many employers in recruiting overseas workers, the Home Office has made changes 
without a detailed understanding of potential impacts across different sectors 
and regions. Further, the Home Office and departments have not collaborated 
effectively on the role that immigration plays across different sectors of the labour 
market. In terms of managing the visa system, the Home Office has processed 
large volumes of applications effectively and has strengthened its approach to 
tackling non-compliance risks. But it could make better use of data to understand 
the implications of changes to the route and manage the consequences, both to 
improve customer experience and prevent visa applicants from being exploited. 
Without this understanding, the Home Office cannot be confident it is achieving 
value for money from its management of the Skilled Worker visa route.
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Recommendations

17 In 2025, the government intends to publish an Immigration white paper, 
including plans to reduce migration. It also announced that it will consider how 
to flex the visa system to continue to attract highly skilled workers to the UK 
to support economic growth. The government is seeking to link immigration 
and skills policies through the Migration Advisory Committee, Skills England, 
the Industrial Strategy Council and the Labour Market Advisory Board working 
together. Our recommendations are intended to help the Home Office strengthen 
its stewardship of the Skilled Worker visa system to support a coherent approach. 
Other departments also have a role to play in developing sector-based skills 
strategies and providing evidence on the impacts of changes.

18 The Home Office should:

a in the next six months, work with the Migration Advisory Committee, 
Skills England, the Industrial Strategy Council and Labour Market Advisory 
Board to establish an agreed methodological approach to better understand 
the role that immigration can play in addressing skills shortages across 
different sectors of the labour market. This should identify the data that are 
needed, how they will be collected, processed and brought together, and how 
the insights will be used to inform future changes to visa entry requirements 
so they are based on a thorough understanding of the potential impacts on 
labour markets and the risks posed by exploitation;

b improve its understanding of the extent to which the Skilled Worker visa 
route is meeting its objectives by:

• completing and publishing its evaluation of the Skilled Worker visa 
route within the next three months;

• complete an assessment of what happens to people at the end of their visa 
period by the end of 2025, five years after the route was introduced; and

• identify the data it needs – including from other departments – to allow 
it to better understand how the route is being used on an ongoing basis;

c improve efficiency and customer service by using an analysis of its existing 
management information on operational performance, including from customer 
surveys, contacts, complaints and appeals, to produce a service improvement 
plan that identifies service issues, actions to resolve them, and creates a new 
dashboard to provide a more complete view of service quality from a customer 
perspective – this might include devising a way to improve how customers are 
kept informed throughout the application process;
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d strengthen its approach to tackling non-compliance with visa conditions and 
potential labour market abuses by:

• explicitly evaluating non-compliance risks when considering any 
expansion of the Skilled Worker visa route to include new occupations;

• reviewing sector-specific risk assessments every six months to develop 
and refresh its understanding of evolving non-compliance risks; and

• evaluating the effectiveness of different types of compliance interventions;

e before the end of 2025, work with relevant government agencies and 
stakeholders to establish new working arrangements to develop a more 
effective joined-up approach to tackling exploitation of visa holders. 
Specifically, these should:

• identify ways to improve communication with overseas applicants to 
ensure that they have the necessary information on and support with 
the Skilled Worker visa route;

• review data-sharing arrangements with local authorities and HM Revenue 
& Customs to identify the refinements necessary to improve its ability 
to identify potential labour market abuses and improve safeguarding 
for people whose status is jeopardised by the cancellation of sponsor 
licences; and

• establish ways of working with the Fair Work Agency to improve labour 
market standards for migrants on Skilled Worker visas.
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Part One

Background

1.1 In 2008, the government introduced a points-based system to manage the 
flow of migrants from outside the European Union to work in the UK. We reported 
on this system in 2011, finding that while it provided an adaptable way to meet the 
UK’s policy objectives, it was not yet delivering value for money. 

1.2 Following the UK’s exit from the European Union on 31 January 2020, 
the government introduced the Skilled Worker visa system to attract high-skilled 
workers to the UK. Given the end of European free movement rights, the new 
route treated EU and non-EU citizens equally. The Home Office is responsible for 
controlling immigration and considering applications to enter and stay in the UK. 
It opened the route on 1 December 2020 with the aims to:

• introduce a fairer and simpler immigration system;

• fit with wider government objectives to create a high-skill economy, 
focusing on the skills and contributions individuals can make; 

• enable employers to recruit the skilled workers they need, and ensure 
labour market pressures in key sectors are managed effectively; and

• ensure applicants and their sponsors benefit from a simpler, fairer and faster 
immigration system, which they can use with confidence.

The government introduced the system alongside a wider package of measures 
to support growth in the UK. It aimed to create incentives for employers to invest 
in growing the domestic workforce while enabling them to recruit highly skilled 
individuals from around the world to help fill vacancies. 

1.3 The Home Office aimed to introduce a flexible process for applicants and 
employers who meet the route’s eligibility requirements. The main changes to the 
previous system were: 

• reduced skills thresholds – the minimum skill level was lowered from degree to 
A level-equivalent qualifications, doubling the number of eligible occupations;

• the removal of the requirement for employers to demonstrate that vacancies 
could not be filled by UK workers, to help attract a wider pool of workers and 
expedite the process for employers; and
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• a move away from a numerical target on skilled workers entering the UK, 
suspending the cap on the number of visas available to workers from outside 
of the European Economic Area each year.

1.4 Based on advice from the Migration Advisory Committee, the Home Office has 
identified occupations in which employers find it more difficult to recruit workers with 
the required skills to fill vacancies and where migration can help to fill shortages. 
It places these on the Immigration Salary List (previously the Shortage Occupation 
List) and offers lower salary requirements and lower visa application fees for 
these sectors.

1.5 To be eligible to apply for a Skilled Worker visa, applicants must meet the 
following criteria:

• have a job offer from a company that is a licensed sponsor;

• have a job offer at the required skill level and minimum salary threshold;4 

• speak English to the required standard;5 and 

• meet checks relating to the applicant’s immigration history and criminality.

1.6 Successful applicants can stay for up to five years and can apply to change 
their visa if they change jobs or employer. After five years, visa holders must leave 
the UK, apply to extend their visa, settle permanently in the UK or switch to another 
type of visa.

1.7 Figure 1 on pages 16 and 17 sets out the steps that sponsor organisations 
and applicants must take to obtain a Skilled Worker visa. The Home Office’s 
UK Visas and Immigration Directorate (UKVI) is responsible for managing the 
Skilled Worker visa system, including making decisions on applications, ensuring 
applicants and employers remain compliant with the requirements of the route, 
and providing customer service. Responsibility for immigration policy and 
addressing non-compliance is spread across the department.

4 In 2021 the government set salary thresholds at a general threshold of £25,600 or the 25th percentile of the relevant 
occupational pay distribution, whichever is higher. 

5 Level B1 on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages scale. See: https://www.gov.uk/skilled-
worker-visa/knowledge-of-english (accessed 24 February 2025).

https://www.gov.uk/skilled-worker-visa/knowledge-of-english%20(accessed
https://www.gov.uk/skilled-worker-visa/knowledge-of-english%20(accessed
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Employer without a sponsor licence Employer applies for sponsor licence

Home Office issues CoS

Home Office processes the CoS application 
and writes out for more information if there is a 
non-complicance risk identified

Applicant starts the online visa 
application form and submits:

 ●  CoS number
 ●  Proof of knowledge of English 
 ●  Job title and annual salary
 ●  Valid passport

Applicant may also need:

 ●  Proof of relationship
 ●  Evidence of savings
 ●  Tuberculosis test 
 ●  Criminal record certificate
 ●  Academic Technology 

Approval Scheme 
(ATAS) certificate

 ●  PhD certificate

Home Office issues sponsor licence

Home Office processes the application and, 
if necessary, writes out for more information, 
conducts digital checks or visits

Home Office rejects licence application

Employer with an existing sponsor licence

Tuberculosis test 
required from Home 
Office-approved 
hospital

Sponsoring employer applies for Certificate of 
Sponsorship (CoS) for incoming skilled worker

Home Office rejects CoS application

Applicant takes 
Secure English 
Language Test 
(SELT) from a 
Home  Office-approved 
provider

Note
1 Applicants must provide proof of relationship if they have family members applying as  dependants. Applicants may also need to provide evidence that they have enough savings 

to support themselves in the UK. Applicants working in certain jobs will need to provide a criminal record certifi cate  or an ATAS (Academic Technology Approval Scheme) security 
clearance certifi cate if the job they are applying for involves research of a sensitive subject.

Source: National Audit Offi ce analysis of Home Offi ce guidance

Figure 1
The application process for a Skilled Worker visa, as at February 2025
The steps that employers and applicants must take to obtain a Skilled Worker visa

Applicant has 
insufficient 
proof of 
knowledge 
of English

Applicant is 
applying from 
a tuberculosis 
listed country

Process begins

Applicant action

Sponsor action

Home Office action

Home Office  processes application

 Has the Home Office all the information 
required to process?

Decision sent to applicant

Does  the applicant hold an existing Biometric 
Residence Permit (BRP) or a biometric passport 
from an EU country, Iceland, Liechtenstein, 
Norway or Switzerland?

Applicant uses ID-check app to complete the 
identity verification stage of the application

Applicant books and attends appointment 
at Visa Application Centre (VAC) to provide 
fingerprints and photos

Home Office writes to applicant 
for further information

Applicant sends further information

Yes No

No

Yes
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Skilled Worker visa applications 

1.8 Since 2021, the Home Office has received 1.78 million applications across 
all work visas. The Skilled Worker visa accounted for 66% of these (1.18 million 
applications). The number of people applying for a Skilled Worker visa each year 
has increased significantly, from 127,300 in 2021 to 256,300 in 2024, with a peak 
of 509,100 applications in 2023 (Figure 2). 

1.9 The increase in the number of applications has been driven by the expansion 
of the route to include care workers in 2022 (Figure 3 on page 20). 648,100 people, 
including dependants, have applied for Health and Care Worker visas since the route 
was expanded, making up 65% of applications received for Skilled Worker visas 
over this period. Since 2021, annual applications to the Health and Care sector have 
increased by 382% to a peak of 158,300 in 2023. Applications have reduced since 
the third quarter of 2023, with 31,600 applications to the Health and Care sector 
in 2024, an 80% reduction compared to 2023. There have also been significant 
reductions in the number of Health and Care Worker dependants’ applications over 
this period, with a 59% reduction compared with the same period the previous year 
(Figure 2).

1.10 Other trends include the following.

• The number of annual applications from dependants increased to a peak of 
280,200 in 2023, an increase of 388% on 2021. In total, the Home Office has 
issued 625,500 visas to dependants since 2021, including 389,600 visas to 
dependants on Health and Care Worker visas since April 2022.

• The number of people applying for extensions to their visa has increased from 
49,900 in 2020 to 423,200 in 2024.

• Applications from new sponsors increased to a peak of 13,700 in the first 
quarter of 2024 (Figure 4 on page 21). As a result, the number of organisations 
registered as sponsors has risen from 38,800 in 2021 to 110,500 in 2024, 
an increase of 185%, driven by increases in new sponsors from the health 
and social care sector. 
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Quarter

Skilled Worker – 
Main applicant

4,704 7,294 11,951 13,086 14,015 17,192 19,652 17,477 16,086 16,830 19,007 18,650 19,130 22,629 15,282 12,953

 Skilled Worker – 
Dependant

3,364 4,943 7,927 8,341 9,428 12,387 13,512 11,908 12,391 13,775 13,898 14,769 19,839 17,685 14,013 11,331

Health and Care – 
Main applicant

6,673 5,952 8,814 11,394 13,099 17,717 23,309 27,616 38,684 41,463 47,560 30,637 10,222 7,906 7,283 6,151

Health and Care – 
Dependant

5,954 6,172 10,306 10,376 13,600 18,439 24,828 29,081 44,260 53,849 63,679 63,537 49,246 17,177 13,541 11,945

Notes
1 Applications are considered for all entry clearance visas for the Health and Care Worker route and the general Skilled Worker route.
2 Dependant applications are from family who are eligible to join the main applicant on the Skilled Worker visa. 

Source: National Audit Offi ce analysis of Home Offi ce data

Figure 2
Applications for Skilled Worker visas, 2021 to 2024
Skilled Worker visa applications increased each quarter to a peak of 144,100 in the third quarter of 2023, but have since fallen by 71% to 42,400 in the last quarter of 2024

Visa applications

0

20,000

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

120,000

140,000

160,000

2021 
Q1

2021 
Q2

2021 
Q3

2021 
Q4

2022 
Q1

2022 
Q2

2022 
Q3

2022 
Q4

2023 
Q1

2023 
Q2

2023 
Q3

2023 
Q4

2024 
Q1

2024 
Q2

2024 
Q3

2024 
Q4



20 Part O
ne Im

m
igration: Skilled W

orker visas 

Quarter

Care workers and home carers 113 1,869 6,637 11,245 20,582 21,426 29,452 17,354 2,814
Nurses 5,158 3,877 5,291 5,855 5,997 6,412 7,096 6,217 6,201 5,154 6,167 4,730 2,825

Senior care workers 22 226 734 2,237 3,565 3,758 4,063 4,356 5,050 4,175 4,605 2,740 478

Medical practitioners 1,183 1,212 1,918 1,516 1,544 1,962 3,031 2,041 2,052 2,366 2,633 1,859 1,648

Other health and social 
care occupations

378 450 661 819 1,080 1,425 1,732 1,891 2,679 2,133 1,875 1,513 1,228

Notes
1 Data  was derived  from using data matching on entry clearance visas and  Certifi cates of Sponsorship.
2 Care workers were added to the Shortage Occupation List on 15 February 2022.
3 ‘Other health and social care occupations’ are any other Certifi cates of Sponsorship granted under the  Health and Care Worker visa route.
4 Data cover  the period up to March 2024 , where the Home Offi ce changed the Standard Occupational Classifi cation (SOC) codes from SOC 2010 to SOC 2020. 

Source: National Audit Offi ce  analysis of Home Offi ce sponsorship data

Figure 3
Health and Care  Worker visas by occupation, Q1 2021 to Q1 2024
Between April 2022 and March 2024, the Home Office issued 111,400 visas to ‘Care workers and home carers’, 5 1% of all Health and  Care Worker visa applications 
over this period
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Figure 4
New sponsor licence applications made on the Skilled Worker visa route, 2021 to 2024
The number of new sponsor applications increased to a peak of 13,700 applications in Q1 2024, before falling to around 9,000 applications per quarter over 
the rest of 2024

Number of sponsor applications

Source: National Audit Office analysis of Home Office data
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Fees for and costs of Skilled Worker visas

1.11 Applicants must pay a fee to have their application considered. The Home Office 
updates the fees and charges each year, and, since 2021, the cost of application fees 
to apply for a Skilled Worker visa has increased by around 19%. As at February 2025, 
applicants are required to pay between £284 and £1,636, depending on how long 
they are applying to remain in the UK for and whether their job is included on the 
Immigration Salary List.6 The Home Office uses these fees to help fund its immigration 
and border operations, including enforcement activity.7 The government also levies 
additional charges, including the following.

• The Immigration Health Surcharge on visas and extensions to cover the 
estimated cost of NHS services used by migrants. In February 2024, 
this increased by 66% to the current charge of £1,035. This raised £1.8 billion 
in 2023-24 and is allocated to the relevant departments in England, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.

• An Immigration Skills Charge on sponsoring employers to fund the Department 
for Education’s (DfE) investment in skills training and encourage employers 
to reduce reliance on overseas workers. This can be up to £1,000 for the first 
year and up to £500 for every additional six months, depending on the size of 
the business. The charge raised £0.7 billion in 2023-24. However, DfE does 
not directly receive this income, so it is unclear how the money is allocated by 
HM Treasury, or spent.

The minimum cost to an applicant for a Skilled Worker visa for three years – 
including the Immigration Health Surcharge – was £3,656 in February 2025.

1.12 Home Office immigration rules require people applying for a Skilled Worker 
visa to demonstrate proficiency in the English language at a specified level. 
This can be demonstrated through an academic qualification or by an assessment. 
The Home Office has a contract with Ecctis – a third-party provider – to carry 
out assessments and issue statements that can be submitted as part of the 
application. Under the contract, Ecctis keeps all of the money from these services. 
The Home Office identified in Spring 2024 that fees for these services should 
have been regulated by the Home Office but were not.8 It is now taking action to 
address this by introducing legislation and is retendering the contract. Under the 
new contract, which is expected to come into effect in May 2025, the Home Office 
will receive all income for these services and pay the provider a monthly fee. 

6 The government updates visa fees each year. The latest rates are available here: https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/visa-regulations-revised-table/home-office-immigration-and-nationality-fees-24-october-2024

7 The Home Secretary sets fees based on the consideration of a range of factors set out in the Immigration Act 2014.
8 The National Audit Office is considering how this should be presented in the Home Office Annual Report and 

Accounts 2024-25.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/visa-regulations-revised-table/home-office-immigration-and-nationality-fees-24-october-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/visa-regulations-revised-table/home-office-immigration-and-nationality-fees-24-october-2024
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1.13 In 2023-24, the Home Office raised a total of £2.6 billion from visa fees, 
an increase of 73% since 2021-22. Of this, fees from overseas applications for a 
Skilled Worker visa contributed £240.9 million, a 219% increase since 2021-22.9 
The Home Office was not able to provide an accurate figure for the amount raised 
from extensions to Skilled Worker visas, but estimated this to be around £197 million 
in 2023-24, up from £103 million in 2021-22. It is not able to identify the cost of 
managing the Skilled Worker visa route but, based on published data on the unit 
cost of processing visas,10 we estimate it cost around £109 million to process 
applications in 2023-24.

9 The Immigration Act 2014 sets out that fees charged for visas can be used to support all functions in connection 
with immigration or nationality – this means that income from Skilled Worker visas is not just to recover the costs 
of administering the route but can be used to fund other areas of the immigration system. 

10 The approach that the Home Office uses to calculate the published unit costs for all UK visa, immigration and 
citizenship services takes into account the estimate of the full financial cost for providing the relevant service, 
including direct costs, relevant local and central overheads, (for example, accommodation, Human Resources, 
Finance and IT), depreciation, cost of capital employed and other factors that connected to immigration and 
nationality, such as operational policy.
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Part Two

Adjusting the Skilled Worker visa route

2.1 The Skilled Worker visa was designed to offer flexibility to respond to changes 
in government policy and skill shortages across the UK labour market. Since 2021, 
the Home Office has made a series of changes to entry requirements to respond 
to changing demands (Figure 5 on pages 26 and 27). The main changes were 
as follows.

• In 2022, it eased entry requirements to help the social care sector address 
shortages in care workers and respond to demands created by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

• In 2024, it tightened entry requirements in response to the government’s 
intention to reduce net migration. The changes included increasing the 
minimum salary threshold by 48% (to £38,700) and preventing care 
workers from bringing dependants.

2.2 The government can make it easier for employers in some sectors to 
recruit overseas workers by lowering minimum salary thresholds and visa fees. 
The Immigration Salary List (formerly the Shortage Occupation List) lists the 
occupations deemed to have skill shortages where migration may help employers 
to fill vacancies. In 2021, the Home Office included 45 occupations across a 
range of sectors, including science, IT, engineering and social care. Since 2021, 
the Home Office has added and removed occupations to respond to needs in 
different sectors. In 2024, it reduced the number of occupations on the list to 23, 
representing 8% of the roles eligible for a Skilled Worker visa.

2.3 The Home Office also receives requests for changes to entry requirements 
from other government departments, usually to address specific skills shortages 
or support government objectives. The Home Office told us it receives a large 
volume of requests and, on most occasions, makes no change to immigration rules. 
It has, though, agreed to make some changes, including adding fishing jobs to the 
shortage occupation list and approving a Ministry of Defence request to waive 
the English language requirement to help recruit overseas workers to support 
its shipbuilding programmes. The Home Office has also made changes to entry 
requirements to strengthen its approach to tackling compliance risks. We cover 
its approach in more detail in Part Three.



Immigration: Skilled Worker visas Part Two 25 

Home Office approach to adjusting entry requirements

2.4 Ultimately, changes to immigration rules are subject to collective government 
agreement. The Home Office is responsible for immigration policy, including 
controlling immigration. In considering entry requirements on the Skilled Worker 
visa route, the Home Office must balance government immigration policy with the 
priorities of other departments and the route’s objective to enable employers to 
recruit the skilled workers they need, and ensure labour market pressures in key 
sectors are managed effectively. In doing this, the Home Office engages with other 
departments and works closely with the Migration Advisory Committee (MAC), 
whose role is to develop an independent evidence base to inform the design of the 
immigration system. The MAC has reviewed labour market issues – including the 
role that immigration plays – across a range of sectors and, as a result, also makes 
recommendations to other departments.

2.5 Between 2021 and 2024, the Home Office commissioned the MAC to 
review skill shortages in the social care, construction and hospitality sectors. 
The Home Office also asked the MAC for recommendations on which occupations 
should be included on the Shortage Occupation List. The Home Office has drawn 
on this work when designing and amending entry requirements, including the 
initial design of the route, and adjusting which occupations should be eligible 
for lower salary thresholds.

2.6 On occasions, the Home Office’s commissions gave the MAC insufficient time 
to conduct a full review, limiting its ability to engage with stakeholders to assess 
impacts fully. For example, it completed its review of the construction and hospitality 
sectors in under two months. MAC reviews have also been affected by changes in 
government policy. For example, in 2022, the Home Office paused the MAC’s review 
of the impacts on occupations on the Shortage Occupation List due to government 
discussions on work migration. The MAC completed its review in October 2023 
but the 2024 changes to entry requirements, announced in December 2023, 
superseded its recommendations and meant the analysis was out of date.
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2020 20222021 2023 2024

Notes
1 The  Immigration Health Surcharge is the annual charge visa holders must pay to access the NHS.
2  Care Quality Commission regulated activity include any activities listed in The Health and Social Care Act 2008 (Regulated Activities) Regulations 2014.
3 The going rate is the minimum salary applicants must be paid by their sponsor, provided it exceeds the minimum salary threshold. 

It is based on Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE) data.

Source: National Audit Offi ce analysis of Home Offi ce documentation

4 Apr 2024

Replacement 
of the SOL with 
the Immigration 
Salary List (ISL)

4 Apr 2024

Minimum salary 
threshold for 
applicants 
increased from 
£25,600 to 
£38,700

11 Mar 2024

Removed the ability  for dependants to 
accompany  or join skilled workers in care 
worker roles

11 Mar 2024

Requirement for all  employers sponsoring 
care workers in England to be registered with 
the Care Quality Commission (CQC) and to 
be currently carrying on a regulated activity

6 Feb 2024

Immigration 
 Health Surcharge 
increased by 
66% from 
£624 to £1,035 
per annum

7 Aug 2023

Jobs in the fishing industry 
added to the SOL

4 Apr 2024

Going rate for 
occupation 
salaries increased 
from the 25th 
percentile to 
the median

6 Apr 2021

Deckhands on large fishing vessels 
and vent chick sexers are added 
to the list of occupations which are 
eligible for the Skilled Worker route

1 Dec 2020

Introduction 
of the 
Skilled Worker 
visa route

6 Apr 2021

 Changes to salary requirements 
to introduce a minimum hourly 
rate of £10.10

15 Feb 2022

Care workers added 
to the SOL following a 
MAC recommendation

17 Jul 2023

Changes to Student route 
to remove the right to 
bring dependants and 
prevent switching into 
Skilled Worker route before 
completion of studies

7 Aug 2023

Five construction Standard 
Occupational Classification (SOC) 
codes added to the SOL following 
recommendations by the MAC

Figure 5
Timeline of Home Offi ce policy changes made to the Skilled Worker visa route, December 2020
to April 2024
 The Home Office has made changes to the eligibility requirements to respond to government policy and changing economic needs

1 Apr 2021

Shortage Occupation List (SOL) revised 
following Migration Advisory Committee 
(MAC) review:  addition of eight occupations 
in the health and care sector, addition of 
modern foreign language teachers and 
removal of skilled chefs

6 Apr 2021

Veterinary surgeons allowed 
to rely on professional 
regulation by the Royal 
College of Veterinary 
Surgeons to prove their 
English language ability
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2.7 The need to implement government policy quickly has meant that the 
Home Office has not always had time to fully assess the potential impacts of 
changes. In 2022, the Home Office did not produce an impact assessment on 
the decision to relax entry requirements for care workers, due to the need to 
respond quickly to support the sector in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In December 2023, the government announced a package of measures to tighten 
entry requirements to reduce net migration. Ministers decided on the changes soon 
after immigration statistics were released, and the changes were implemented 
in Spring 2024. At the time, the Home Office had been considering options to 
reduce the use of the route and was working with the Department of Health 
& Social Care (DHSC) to consider potential changes to the social care sector 
to tackle the exploitation of visa holders. The Home Office reviewed potential 
changes with HM Treasury, Cabinet Office and the DHSC. However, the changes 
to entry requirements, made by Ministers, went further than the options presented 
by officials at that time and were made with limited consultation and without full 
consideration of the potential impacts. The changes to the Skilled Worker route 
were agreed by the Domestic and Economic Affairs Committee, which is a cabinet 
committee that takes collective decisions that are binding across government.

2.8 Where the Home Office has published impact assessments – for example, 
in 2020, before the introduction of the route and in 2024, to assess changes to 
entry requirements – there was scope to improve these. While they were based 
on a sound methodology and reasonable assumptions, there was scope to consider 
more policy options and for impacts to be assessed across a broader range of 
sectors or regions. In addition, the assessments did not set out success criteria, 
evaluation plans or cover compliance risks. The impact assessment on the 2024 
changes was published three months after the changes had been announced.11

2.9 The Home Office has engaged regularly with departments on changes to 
entry requirements, including collaborating with DHSC on the social care sector. 
There are inevitably tensions where Home Office objectives to reduce net migration 
come into conflict with differing objectives and priorities of other departments. 
Despite this, other departments’ feedback on the extent of consultation was 
mixed, with concerns that impacts of rule changes on the departments’ plans 
were not sufficiently considered. In particular, departments told us there was 
often insufficient time for a full consultation, meaning the Home Office did not 
fully understand the likely consequences of changes.

11 Home Office, Impact Assessment for changes to the Immigration Rules for Skilled Workers. Available at: https://
assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5fb3ec21e90e072094832d56/Revised_Impact_Assessment_for_the_
Skilled_Worker_Route_signed.pdf (accessed 24 February 2025); Home Office, 2024 spring Immigration Rules: 
impact assessment. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/changes-to-immigration-rules-impact-
assessments/2024-spring-immigration-rules-impact-assessment-accessible (accessed 24 February 2025).

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5fb3ec21e90e072094832d56/Revised_Impact_Assessment_for_the_Skilled_Worker_Route_signed.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5fb3ec21e90e072094832d56/Revised_Impact_Assessment_for_the_Skilled_Worker_Route_signed.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5fb3ec21e90e072094832d56/Revised_Impact_Assessment_for_the_Skilled_Worker_Route_signed.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/changes-to-immigration-rules-impact-assessments/2024-spring-immigration-rules-impact-assessment-accessible
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/changes-to-immigration-rules-impact-assessments/2024-spring-immigration-rules-impact-assessment-accessible
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2.10 In July 2024, the government announced plans to develop closer links 
between immigration policy and sectoral labour market policies. It intends to:

• develop a new framework to support a coherent approach to skills, 
migration and labour market policy;

• tackle labour market challenges in all parts of the UK by creating stronger 
links between government departments and the devolved governments;

• launch Skills England – a new arms-length body – to form a coherent 
picture of skills gaps across the UK and, working with partners, advise on a 
long-term plan to develop the workforce needed across the economy; and

• broaden the remit of the MAC so it can highlight key sectors where labour 
market failures mean there is over-reliance on international recruitment.

The government also intends to produce a white paper in 2025 outlining 
plans to reduce net migration and review visa requirements for highly skilled 
workers. It will consider how to flex the Skilled Worker visa system to continue 
to attract highly skilled workers to the UK to support economic growth.

Assessing the Skilled Worker visa route

2.11 In 2022, the Home Office assessed whether the route was operating as 
intended, comparing actual inflows against the forecasts in the 2020 impact 
assessment (paragraph 2.8). It acknowledged that the timing of the evaluation 
and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic over this period meant that evaluation 
only provided a partial view of impacts, and that further evaluation was needed. 
It concluded the route was meeting its objectives, with increased applications 
helping employers to recruit skilled workers to address labour market pressures 
(paragraph 1.2). However, the evaluation was too early to assess the impacts of 
expanding the route to include care workers and did not assess the impacts on 
skill shortages across different sectors or regions of the UK.

2.12 Further, the Home Office has not undertaken any post-implementation 
reviews of the changes to entry requirements. It told us that the route is 
continuously evolving, there had been no suitable time for review, and it would be 
difficult to disentangle the impacts of individual changes. Instead, the Home Office 
keeps the route under review through its ongoing engagement with stakeholders 
and departments. In July 2024, during the course of our audit, the Home Office 
commissioned an evaluation of the route to improve its understanding of the 
working patterns of migrants and their dependants, and to better understand 
why sponsors use the route. It expects to complete the evaluation in 2025.
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2.13 When introducing the route in 2020, the Home Office forecast that it would 
issue 360,000 visas in the first three years to people entering the country. 
Instead, it granted 931,000 people a Skilled Worker visa in the first three years, 
158% more than expected. The greater-than-expected use of the route has 
also affected:

• the number of people claiming permanent residency in the UK after 
applying for a visa as a Skilled Worker - in 2024 this increased by 80% 
to 44,000, compared with 2021;12

• the number of dependants of Skilled Worker visa holders entering the UK 
– this increased by 360% from 55,200 in 2021 to 254,100 in 2023; and

• the number of people on a Skilled Worker visa who subsequently claimed 
asylum in the UK – this increased from 53 in 2022 to 5,300 in the first 
10 months of 2024.

2.14 The Home Office does not fully understand what happens to people who 
have entered the UK on Skilled Worker visas. In 2022, it identified that 23% 
of workers who had entered the UK in 2018 still had a valid visa and 15% had 
taken indefinite leave to remain. The remaining 62% of visas had expired but 
the Home Office did not know how many of these people had returned to their 
home countries. In 2020, the Home Office analysed exit checks to estimate the 
proportion of people who left the country at the end of their visa. However, it has 
not repeated such analysis since introducing the Skilled Worker visa.

2.15 The Skilled Worker visa route continues to work well across many sectors, 
in particular those with higher salaries, such as legal and finance professions, 
allowing companies to recruit from overseas to fill skills gaps. In December 2024, 
the MAC conducted analysis suggesting that, on average, migrants on Skilled Worker 
visas have a positive net fiscal impact on government finances, which is higher 
than that of the average UK-born adult. However, departments and stakeholders 
questioned whether tightening entry requirements means the route is no longer 
suitable for some sectors; for example, where the increase in salary thresholds 
may make the route financially unattractive to businesses. Departments highlighted 
difficulties using the route for international recruitment in a range of sectors, 
including public sector vets, butchers working in abattoirs, fishing, construction, 
architecture, and specialist craftsmen working in the retail and consumer sector. 
Stakeholders also highlighted the consequences of recruitment difficulties, 
such as threats to food supply and the impact of higher salaries on local 
government budgets.

12 Some of these applications for permanent residency will be from individuals who came to the UK under the 
previous Tier 2 visa system, or who switched to a Skilled Worker visa from another visa route.



Immigration: Skilled Worker visas Part Two 31 

2.16 The changes to the Skilled Worker visa route are impacting the ability of 
employers in the social care sector to use it. From 2023, the Home Office’s increased 
focus on tackling compliance issues in the sector reduced approval rates for 
sponsors (paragraphs 3.19 to 3.21). Further, the Spring 2024 changes to tighten 
entry requirements led to further reductions in application numbers, and the number 
of health and care workers entering the UK. In 2022 and 2023, 220,700 people 
entered the UK on a Health and Care Worker visa, helping to reduce vacancies 
in the adult social care sector from 9.9% in 2022-23 to 8.3% in 2023-24.13 
Skills for Care estimated there were around 131,000 vacant posts on any given 
day in 2023-24. However, the number of Health and Care Worker visa applications 
reduced significantly in 2024, with applications 81% lower in April to June 2024 
compared with the same period in 2023. The sector has produced a workforce 
strategy but DHSC has not developed its own strategy for the care sector, despite the 
Public Accounts Committee previously highlighting the need for a sustained reduction 
in vacancies in the sector.14 The changes to entry requirements mean it will be more 
difficult for the sector to fill vacancies by recruiting from overseas. Skills for Care 
projections show that the demand for adult social care posts will increase by 
430,000 workers by 2035 if the workforce continues to grow proportionally to 
the number of people aged 65 and over. However, following the Spring 2024 rule 
changes, the Home Office estimated that the number of Health and Care Worker visas 
could reduce by 385,000 over the next 10 years.

2.17 The government’s original intention was for the recruitment of overseas 
workers to complement initiatives to grow the domestic labour market (paragraph 1.2). 
However, there has been limited collaboration between departments on immigration 
and skills policies, although the Home Office told us this has been hampered by 
the maturity of labour market strategies. The government’s proposed approach, 
linking the MAC with Skills England and the Industrial Strategy Council, is likely to take 
a sector-based approach to gathering evidence, but it is early days in terms of policy 
thinking, and progress will require joint decisions across all interested departments.

2.18 The Home Office could also do more to systematically use available data to 
understand the impacts of changes to the Skilled Worker visa route. For example, 
by examining trends in vacancy rates by sector or within regions it could better 
understand the extent to which the Skilled Worker visa route is addressing skill 
shortages in particular sectors. For example, there are marked regional variations, 
with the route used less in regions such as the North East. The Home Office did 
consider the impact of prospective changes on some sectors ahead of the 2024 
changes to the system, but this focused on the measures’ potential to reduce inflows, 
and thus net migration, and did not consider trends in these sectors, such as vacancy 
levels or skills shortages. Likewise, by considering regional salary variations the 
Home Office would better understand the impact of changes to salary thresholds 
on regional labour markets.

13 The adult social care market is large and made up of around 18,500 independent providers. The vacancy numbers 
included here are the total number of posts advertised by these organisations.

14 A Workforce Strategy for Adult Social Care in England was developed by Skills for Care in collaboration with the adult 
social care sector.
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Part Three

Managing the Skilled Worker visa system

3.1 The Home Office measures its approach and reports on the following.

• Time taken to process applications: Focusing on the percentage of sponsor 
and individual applications processed within service standards.

• Customer satisfaction: It surveys customers and has a target on satisfaction 
with application experience.

• Number of applications granted, refused or withdrawn: It monitors the 
trajectory but has no targets.

• Actions taken to identify non-compliance: Such as the number of visits 
to check illegal working.

We assessed the Home Office’s performance against these metrics.

Timeliness of processing visa applications

3.2 The Home Office seeks to process ‘straightforward’ applications from overseas 
applicants within three weeks and renew in-country extensions within eight weeks, 
with the exception of Health and Care Worker visa applications which all have a 
three week target.15 Since January 2023, it has processed 94% of ‘straightforward’ 
applications (970,200 cases) within these standards, although it has not quite met 
its target of 98.5% (Figure 6).16 Its performance dipped in 2022, when it diverted 
resources to manage the new visa route for Ukraine, but has recovered since.17 
Cases which are ‘non-straightforward’ are categorised as ‘complex’ and removed 
from service standards.

15 ‘Straightforward’ applications are cases where the Home Office determines the applicant has met all obligations 
and provided the necessary information.

16 The processing time starts when the applicant submits their biometric or ID information and ends when the 
Home Office makes a decision on the application.

17 The Home Office established the Ukraine Family Scheme and Ukraine Sponsorship Scheme in March 2022 
in reaction to the Russian invasion of Ukraine.
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Figure 6
Proportion of ‘straightforward’ Skilled Worker visa applications processed within service standards, 
Q4 2021 to Q3 2024
The Home Office has processed at least 87% of ‘straightforward’ applications within service standards in all but two quarters

Percentage of ‘straightforward’ applications processed within service standards (%)

Notes
1 ‘Straightforward’ applications are cases where the applicant has met all obligations and provided the necessary information.
2 The Home Office aims to process in-country applications within eight weeks and out-of-country and Health and Care applications within three weeks. 

It aims to process 98.5% of ‘straightforward’ applications within these service standards.
3 In Q2 2022, Home Office visa processing was impacted by demands from the introduction of the Homes for Ukraine scheme which was introduced 

on 14 March after the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

Source: National Audit Office analysis of Home Office data

Quarter
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3.3 The Home Office balances processing applications quickly with the need 
to test the supporting information. It deems an application to be ‘complex’ if the 
applicant has not provided all the necessary information or further checks are 
required to verify its genuineness. Applications may also be deferred if there 
is a police enquiry, security checks or the applicant is subject to prosecution. 
It removes ‘complex’ applications from its performance monitoring and does not 
have a target for processing these cases. Since October 2021, the Home Office 
has deemed 330,300 applications (18%) to be ‘complex’. In 2023, ‘complex’ cases 
for digital extensions took an average of 48 days to process, with ‘exceptionally 
complex’ cases averaging 71 days.18 Applications which required people to provide 
a physical copy of their immigration status took longer, with an average processing 
time of 65 days. Our analysis of the Home Office’s management information on 
Skilled Worker visa extensions shows that, since 2021, it took over 100 days to 
make a decision on 6,500 ‘complex’ applications.19 This may be because the 
cases are subject to prosecution or criminality investigation. The Home Office 
could not provide data on the full processing time, with the locally produced data 
measuring the time taken from the point the case was deemed ‘complex’ to the 
decision being made.

3.4 The proportion of ‘complex’ cases increased as applications increase, 
with the Home Office defining 31% of applications as ‘complex’ between July and 
September 2023 (Figure 7). Home Office guidance states that caseworkers should 
categorise an application as ‘complex’ when it will not be resolved within the service 
standard. This may be due to the need for further checks, safeguarding concerns, 
applicant error or the need for policy advice.

3.5 The Home Office seeks to process sponsor licence applications from employers 
in eight weeks, but has not set a target for the proportion of cases processed within 
this period. The Home Office achieved an average processing time of 34 days 
in 2024, improving its performance from 54 days in 2022 and 44 days in 2023. 
Despite this, stakeholders told us that employers have experienced delays when 
applying for licences and Certificates of Sponsorship. The Home Office may take 
longer to make a decision when further checks – and potentially investigation – 
are needed for applications where a higher level of risk is identified. Our analysis 
showed that the proportion of cases taking longer than the average processing 
time increased from 34% in 2022 to 49% in 2024, but the Home Office could 
not provide reliable data on the distribution of processing times.

18 ‘Exceptionally complex’ cases are those cases which require further enrichment, involving more than a write out 
or call to the customer.

19 This is locally produced data which cannot be reconciled with published statistics and is presented to illustrate 
the range of processing times.
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 ‘Straightforward’ 
applications completed 
within service standards

75,238 80,773 62,486 85,609 110,338 142,840 151,283 136,661 152,223 161,525 110,699 114,974

 ‘Straightforward’ 
applications not 
completed in 
service standards

2,210 7,939 37,345 39,129 10,929 4,357 8,045 19,466 8,902 12,654 4,592 5,381

‘Non-straightforward’ 
applications

6,393 7,381 6,936 9,585 14,828 22,045 32,038 70,656 54,356 39,635 34,453 31,951

Notes
1 ‘Straightforward’ applications are where the applicant has met all obligations and provided the necessary information. ‘Non-straightforward’ cases are considered ‘complex’ cases and 

are not included in the Home Offi ce’s measurement of performance against its service standard.
2 The Home Offi ce aims to process in-country applications within eight weeks and all out-of-country and Health and Social Care visa applications within three weeks.
3 Data consider all in-country and out-of-country applications Home Offi ce processed each quarter.

Source: National Audit Offi ce analysis of Home Offi ce data

Figure 7
Number of ‘straightforward’ and ‘non-straightforward’ applications, Q4 2021 to Q3 2024
In the third quarter of 2023, the Home Office received the highest number of applications and categorised 71,000 applications (31%) as ‘non-straightforward’
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3.6 Our assessment of Home Office’s approach to visa processing showed 
elements of good practice. For example, it monitors demand daily and re-allocates 
its workforce across all visa routes to address demand peaks or backlogs. 
However, we also identified that the Home Office does not sufficiently understand 
the root causes of common issues with applications. We saw how poor-quality 
input from applicants creates additional work for caseworkers. There was also 
inconsistency in how work is done, which results in additional checks and rework. 
While further checks are needed to test compliance risks and quality-assure decision 
making, there is also scope for the Home Office to assess whether some parts of 
the process involve unnecessary duplication of effort. While information on common 
issues is disseminated to caseworkers, there was scope for the Home Office to 
strengthen feedback loops to make better use of management information and 
learn across business areas or from other organisations doing similar work.

Customer experience

3.7 The Home Office engages widely with stakeholders on the service it provides. 
It assesses customer satisfaction by surveying people who have received a decision 
on their visa application. Since 2023, on average, 86% have been satisfied with the 
application service, above the Home Office’s target of 80%.20 However, customer 
experience of other aspects of the process, including guidance and contact, 
received lower scores – with around 25% of applicants stating that the GOV.UK 
guidance did not give them all the information they needed. The Home Office has 
also conducted an annual survey of stakeholders.21 In 2023, stakeholders were 
generally satisfied with engagement and communications, although they highlighted 
that more direct engagement with the Home Office would be beneficial, with better 
targeted communications. The Home Office has also received mixed feedback from 
sponsors on the Premium Customer Service it provides, with complaints about the 
high cost and lack of service leading it to review the need for changes to the service.

3.8 Applicants can get support from the Home Office by email or telephone, 
and sponsors can get support through the business helpdesk. The Home Office has 
not routinely collected data on the reasons for customer contact, although data from 
2022 indicated that approximately 1,000 sponsors were contacting the helpdesk 
each month for clarification on guidance. We sought feedback from stakeholders 
on the challenges that sponsors and applicants face during the application process 
(Figure 8).22 Stakeholders raised concerns that guidance is complicated and there 
is limited customer support, with some needing legal advice, adding to the cost of 
the process. It can also mean that applicants and sponsors misunderstand what 
information is required, leading to delays if the Home Office needs to request further 
information. Stakeholders also identified inconsistent decision making and advice.

20 Applicants are asked to rate the following on a scale of 1 to 10: “Thinking about your experience of the application 
process, and not the outcome of your application, how would you rate the UK Visas and Immigration application 
service overall?” The Home Office deems scores of 7 to 10 to indicate satisfaction with the service.

21 The survey was sent to 1,665 stakeholders inside and outside of government and received an 11% response rate.
22 We gathered insights from a variety of stakeholders with experience of the route, including professional 

associations and charities.
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Figure 8
Insights from stakeholders about the support provided by the Home Offi ce to sponsors 
Our engagement with stakeholders identified common challenges that sponsors face

Stage What the Home Office does Issues raised by stakeholders

Finding out about 
eligibility requirements

Criteria and guidance are on GOV.UK

 Stakeholder engagement to support 
sponsors. For example, the Department 
of Health & Social Care holds webinars to 
support the social care sector.

Guidance is complicated and buried in  technical 
documents, increasing the risk of accidental 
non-compliance.

Guidance can sometimes be conflicting.

The complexity of the system is a barrier, especially 
for smaller sponsors. Some sponsors need to seek 
professional advice.

The application process Online application process for 
 sponsorship licence.

Costs of applying are on GOV.UK.

High costs deter sponsors from using the route. 
This particularly impacts small businesses.

 There is limited communication about the progress 
of sponsor licence applications and sponsors do not 
receive communication on delays.

The Sponsor 
Management System

Once they have a  licence, sponsors can apply 
for  Certificates of Sponsorship. 

Rule change updates  are communicated to 
sponsors visa the sponsor dashboard.

 There are unexplained delays in receiving Certificates 
of Sponsorship.

The Sponsor Management System is difficult to 
navigate, especially for small organisations who use 
it less frequently.

 The Home Office has made inconsistent decisions with 
the issuing of Certificates of Sponsorship.

 The Home Office rely on sponsors to check the 
dashboard to keep up to date with rule changes.

Home Office 
customer service

Business helpdesk telephone line and email 
available for employers.

Premium subscription available for sponsors 
to have a point of contact at  the Home Office.

Dedicated point of contact email for the 
health and care sector.

 The Home Office provide inconsistent advice, 
depending on who the sponsor talks to. 

 There are long wait times on calls to support.

There is a lack of a strong basic service below the 
premium subscription. 

 Sponsors receive delayed responses to the 
dedicated emails.

Source: National Audit Offi ce analysis of stakeholder feedback



38 Part Three Immigration: Skilled Worker visas

Resolving customer disputes

3.9 The Home Office aims to respond to complaints within 20 working days. 
In the 12 months to August 2024, it received 18,070 complaints and processed 
76% within its target. 58% of complaints related to customers being unable to 
track their applications and 24% to refunds. The Home Office monitors the reasons 
for complaints and provides updates to caseworkers on issues raised. The Home Office 
accepted responsibility on 31% of complaints but does not track how it responds.

3.10 Applicants can challenge decisions through an ‘administrative review’ – 
if they think there has been a casework error in the decision – or by taking legal 
action against the lawfulness, rationality or procedural fairness of decisions. 23 
The Home Office does not collect information on the outcomes of administrative 
reviews, or trend data on legal actions. However, it does hold regular forums to 
feedback common errors and trends to operational staff. Administrative reviews and 
legal action have increased over the last year, with data captured manually suggesting 
administrative reviews increased by 142% between 2023 and 2024.24 In April 2024, 
the Home Office identified there was no strategic approach to mitigate risks of 
recurring legal action and launched a Litigation Strategy Board to address these 
issues by building a network to improve initial decision making and make better 
use of data to drive feedback mechanisms.

Plans to improve the visa system

3.11 The Home Office is seeking to transform the visa system and simplify the 
application process for sponsors and applicants. It is implementing change 
programmes: to introduce a new digital visa system for applicants and sponsors, 
and to deliver modern technology to support caseworkers.25 It has renewed the 
contracts for visa application centres, to enable people to continue to submit biometric 
information when applying for a visa, and has made wider changes to the immigration 
system, such as the introduction of eVisas which aim to improve the customer journey 
for people entering the UK.26

3.12 The Home Office has made progress in transforming elements of the Skilled 
Worker visa system. For example, it has developed its IT caseworking system to process 
Skilled Worker visa extension applications and introduced a fully digital application 
system for European Economic Area (EEA) nationals, allowing them to use an online 
app to scan their passports. However, the Home Office has encountered delays and has 
had to extend sponsorship transformation. It told us that this was because it re-allocated 
capacity to develop safe routes into the UK and prioritised implementation of other work 
routes, such as the High Potential Individual route.27 Specifically, this meant it:

23 Applicants can pay £80 for their decision to be reviewed by a specialist case working unit.
24 Analysis of local data of in-country and out-of-country administrative reviews across February to July in 2023 

and 2024.
25 To achieve this transformation, the Home Office is implementing the Future Borders and Immigration Services 

programme and Immigration Platform Technologies programme.
26 The visa application centre contracts were renewed under the Future Supplier Services programme.
27 In response to the situations in early 2021 in Hong Kong, late 2021 in Afghanistan and 2022 in Ukraine, 

the Home Office established safe routes into the country for these cohorts.
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• extended the replacement of the sponsorship system from Autumn 2023 to 
the end of 2028 – a poor understanding of the scale and complexity of the 
systems meant it underestimated the time and cost to replace the old system;

• delayed the decommissioning of the previous IT casework system, 
planned for July 2023, by over a year; and

• missed the milestones to automate applications and data checks in the 
sponsorship transformation strategy – the Home Office is reconsidering 
the delivery of this project, which was initially due in early 2024, and will 
re-assess its timeline in 2025.

3.13 The Skilled Worker visa casework system is also encountering problems. 
System outages have slowed processing and there has been a re-occurring problem 
with cases getting stuck in the system. Since the end of 2021, 85,500 cases 
have been affected and were removed from being processed within service 
standards. The Home Office has sought to fix technical issues, and the proportion 
of cases affected has decreased from 6.5% in 2022 to 3.1% in the 12 months to 
September 2024. However, it has not quantified the full impact of these issues, 
and system errors still led to £200,000 of ex-gratia payments or priority fee refunds 
between April and October 2024. Further, the system is not yet fully functional 
as it was rolled out as a minimum viable product and the Home Office reduced its 
scope to prioritise decommissioning the legacy system.

3.14 The Home Office has continued to deliver visa services while implementing 
the change programmes. It has also responded to external events, such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the Ukraine resettlement scheme, which diverted 
resources and increased the scope of the programmes.

Tackling non-compliance

3.15 The Home Office is responsible for promoting compliance within the visa 
system and addressing non-compliance when it occurs. The risks relating to 
Skilled Worker visas include individuals using the route to enter the UK for the wrong 
reasons; sponsors exploiting workers or bringing people to the UK when there is no 
genuine vacancy; and migrants not working in jobs for which they were sponsored. 
Changes to immigration policy, such as the introduction of new immigration routes, 
can change the nature of the non-compliance risks that the Home Office needs 
to manage.
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Responding to non-compliance risks

3.16 The Home Office did not re-assess compliance risks when the Skilled Worker 
visa route was introduced, or after the expansion of the route to include care 
workers. The Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) highlighted non-compliance 
risks in the sector in 2022 and, by 2023, there was growing evidence of some 
sponsors abusing the system and exploiting workers. The MAC highlighted 
examples of applicants being charged above market rates for accommodation 
and the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration reported an 
increase in safeguarding concerns. The Chief Inspector noted that compliance 
referrals had risen significantly, but interventions did not always take place promptly. 
These bodies recommended that the Home Office take action to address the risks.

3.17 The Home Office did not initially increase its focus on compliance in line with 
the increase in sponsors and applicants (paragraph 1.8). However, since 2023, 
it has taken steps to strengthen its response.

• Strengthening risk management: In 2023, the Home Office established a 
Risk Hub to centralise risk identification and safeguarding. This enabled a 
cross-cutting approach to identifying risks, introduced new technologies to 
monitor suspicious payments and produced new guidance for caseworkers. 
The Home Office has since identified increasing compliance risks in several 
sectors, including construction.

• Improving compliance checks: The Home Office has more rigorously applied 
its ‘genuine vacancy’ test to check whether the vacancies employers claim to 
have do exist, and has introduced a ‘credibility’ test for applicants. This was in 
response to the Home Office developing its understanding of how the route 
was being used in the care sector. Caseworkers had previously been unable 
to refuse applications when there were doubts, making it resource-intensive 
to refuse applications. However, stakeholders from the care sector reported 
that the Home Office’s use of this test does not always reflect the way that 
recruitment works in the sector, as it requires them to prove they have a 
vacancy at the time of application, which does not always suit the way 
that care is commissioned or how care providers recruit staff in the sector. 
The Home Office has also introduced additional training for caseworkers 
and risk-based triaging for sponsor applications to improve compliance in 
sponsor licensing.

• Developing new interventions: In March 2023, the Home Office introduced 
digital compliance audits for organisations applying to become sponsors. This 
means it can investigate and refuse sponsor applications with missing evidence 
or compliance concerns more quickly, and without the need for a visit where 
this is not necessary.
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3.18 The Home Office has increased the number of referrals and checks on 
sponsors where concerns had been identified (Figure 9 overleaf). It referred 
1,257 cases for compliance checks in the first 11 months of 2024, compared with 
122 in 2022. The Home Office also carried out 4,589 digital compliance audits 
by December 2024. From July to December 2024 it refused around 85% of 
those audited – mostly because employers applying to become sponsors could 
not provide adequate evidence to support their application. Despite this increase, 
the Home Office still only intervenes in a small proportion of cases. In 2023, 
it referred less than 1% of sponsors for compliance checks and revoked the 
licences of 0.3%.28 These proportions have risen in 2024, with the number of 
referrals for compliance checks rising above 1% of the total caseload. In addition, 
1.25% of the total number of sponsors have had their licence revoked.

3.19 The Home Office’s increased focus on compliance has also led to changing 
outcomes for applicants and sponsors. In 2021, the Home Office approved 99% 
of applications, compared with 79% in the last quarter of 2024 (Figure 10 on 
page 43).29 The proportion of sponsor licence applications refused increased 
from 7.3% of decisions in 2021-22 to 13.2% in the period between April and 
July 2024.30 The Home Office also rejects applications if the employer is ineligible 
– for example, if they have previously had a licence revoked – or fails to supply the 
necessary evidence. Home Office data show that the number of employers whose 
licences were revoked has risen from 273 in 2022 to 337 in 2023 and to 1,494 
in 2024. The number of suspended sponsor licences rose from 331 in 2022 to 
569 in 2023 and to 1,693 in 2024 (Figure 11 on page 44).

3.20 While the Home Office has introduced new types of compliance interventions, 
there are still times when a physical visit is necessary. In November 2024, 
the Home Office had 46 full-time equivalent (FTE) compliance officers, 
compared with 65.5 FTE in 2021. It told us that a recruitment freeze and difficulties 
in retaining staff had limited the capacity of the compliance team, although 
the introduction of digital audits had reduced overall demands on the team. 
The Home Office has reviewed staffing levels across different areas of work in its 
compliance command to attempt to streamline processes, but work in this area 
remains stretched. In October 2024, the team responsible for compliance visits 
was investigating 366 sponsor cases, with 210 awaiting a visit. The number of visits 
carried out decreased from 2,281 in 2022 to 1,380 in the first 11 months of 2024.

28 These percentages are based on the total number of registered sponsors and the total amount of compliance activity 
undertaken each year. In 2024, there were 3,563 dormant sponsors on the register, who would have not required 
compliance interventions.

29 Cases which are not approved are either refused or withdrawn. In the last quarter of 2024, 18% of applications were 
refused and 3% were withdrawn.

30 These rates cover cases where the Home Office made a decision on the sponsor application.
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2022
2023

Figure 9
The number of compliance interventions carried out by the Home Office, 2022 to 2024
The overall number of compliance interventions has increased since 2022 

Number of compliance interventions

Notes
1 The Home Office makes compliance referrals when it receives intelligence which requires further investigation.
2 Sponsor checks take place when sponsors are investigated to establish if further compliance activity is required.
3 Compliance visits are physical inspections of sponsors’ premises.
4 ‘B-rated to action plan’ is a compliance outcome following a sponsor licence being suspended. Sponsors are given three months to address failings 

and are ‘downgraded’ to a B-rating and cannot take on additional skilled workers.
5 Digital compliance audits were introduced in 2023 and are virtual compliance checks on sponsors, carried out using video calling technology.
6 The Home Office was unable to provide data for the number of sponsor checks undertaken in 2022.
7 This figure is based on local Home Office data that has not been formally quality assured.

Source: National Audit Office analysis of Home Office data
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Figure 10
Number of applications and approval rate for the Skilled Worker and Health and Care Worker 
visa routes, 2021 to 2024
The Home Office has refused a higher percentage of applications in 2023 and 2024

Number of applications Approval rate (%)

Note
1 The approval rate is the proportion of granted applications each quarter.

Source: National Audit Office analysis of Home Office data
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Figure 11
Number of sponsor licence suspensions and revocations, 2019 to 2024
The number of suspensions and revocations of sponsor licences issued by the Home Office increased in 2024, compared with previous years

Number of sponsor licences

Source: National Audit Office analysis of Home Office data 
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3.21 We identified scope to make better use of data to strengthen compliance 
activity and oversight.

• Risk assessment: The Home Office’s risk registers do not cover wider risks 
to the visa system, including overseas exploitation, labour market abuse 
or overstaying. This limits the Home Office’s capacity to understand and 
address cross-cutting risks.

• Better data on the effectiveness of compliance activity: The Home Office 
has limited data on the outcomes of different types of compliance activity 
to assess the relative effectiveness of different interventions.

• Data sharing with other departments could strengthen compliance work: 
For example, the Home Office and HMRC share some data on salaries and 
working hours, but this is not yet sufficient to allow the Home Office to 
identify non-compliance.

• Prompt and thorough review of the impact of policy changes on compliance 
and safeguarding could help the Home Office to identify emerging risks and 
inform decisions about future changes to the route.

3.22 The Home Office is taking steps to strengthen its approach. In October 2023, 
it worked with the Department of Health & Social Care (DHSC) to assess options 
for addressing compliance risks in the health and care sector. In 2024, it introduced 
a new compliance strategy for the Skilled Worker visa route, aimed at making 
better use of intelligence to identify risks and using digital technology to conduct 
compliance activity. It also changed the information that sponsors in the adult social 
care sector are required to provide to demonstrate that they can offer genuine 
employment. In November 2024, the Home Office announced new measures to 
target employers who commit serious employment breaches, which will ban them 
from hiring overseas workers.

Working with other bodies to tackle exploitation risks and safeguard 
vulnerable applicants

3.23 The scale of exploitation of Skilled Worker visa holders is not fully known. 
This includes criminal activity such as trafficking, forced labour or debt bondage, 
and labour market abuse such as underpayment of wages and inappropriate working 
hours or conditions. Since the expansion of the Health and Care Worker visa route 
in 2022, stakeholders have expressed concerns about significant increases in 
exploitation. The Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority (GLAA) told us there has 
been a sustained increase in referrals from the care sector, which it has struggled 
to handle due to reductions to its funding. The Public Accounts Committee has 
highlighted concerns about increasing exploitation in the care sector, and the MAC 
also raised concerns about exploitation in the fishing sector, which the Home Office 
has not fully addressed.



46 Part Three Immigration: Skilled Worker visas

3.24 The Home Office is responsible for safeguarding migrants entering the 
UK on a visa, including the identification and prevention of modern slavery. 
However, it does not have the remit to tackle wider labour market exploitation 
and recognises it must work with other bodies, for example:

• the GLAA, a non-departmental public body which focuses on exploitation 
and abuse within the labour market, covering some sectors in England and 
Wales, and protecting vulnerable and exploited workers by investigating 
modern slavery in the UK; 31

• sector regulators – for example, in the care sector, the Care Quality 
Commission (CQC) which focuses on patient care, and local authorities, 
which are responsible for contracting and providing care, and regulating 
the provision of care in their communities; and

• other agencies, such as HM Revenue & Customs and the Employment 
Standards Agency, which are involved in monitoring pay and 
workforce standards.

3.25 The government has not yet set out a clear statement of responsibilities or 
developed a multi-agency plan to address labour exploitation, although it has 
produced a collective assessment of the risks of exploitation in the care sector, 
and the Department for Business and Trade will publish a strategy to address 
exploitation in this sector in 2025. The Home Office had input into this process. 
There is currently insufficient joint working to provide an effective response to 
the issue of exploitation of migrant workers and offer support, as the following 
examples show.

• Prevention: There is evidence of people being charged significant fees in 
their home countries to obtain a Skilled Worker visa – vastly beyond the 
fees and charges levied by the Home Office. While overseas intervention is 
not within the Home Office’s remit, there has been limited engagement with 
the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office or overseas partners to 
tackle this abuse. The DHSC and the Home Office have produced guidance 
for applicants in the health and social care sector, providing information 
and advice on workers’ rights and safety.

31 The government has announced that the GLAA will be abolished, and its work subsumed into a new Fair Work 
Agency, which will bring together the state’s enforcement activities around employment rights.
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• Local action: The Home Office engages ‘regional hubs’ for local authority areas 
and ADASS (directors of adult social services) and copies them into emails 
when sponsor licences are revoked in their area. However, local authorities 
highlighted that this information did not always reach them in a timely manner, 
and that they were not always aware of safeguarding concerns or of the 
number of workers affected by sponsor licences in their area, leaving them 
unable to perform their statutory duties or provide support for workers who 
no longer have a valid visa. They suggested that more work may need to be 
done on a national and local level to ensure that information is appropriately 
shared.32 The GLAA estimated that around 34,000 workers in the care sector 
have been impacted by revoked sponsor licences. The Public Accounts 
Committee has previously recommended that DHSC take responsibility for 
addressing the challenges associated with international recruitment in the 
sector, including the risks of exploitation. As part of its response, DHSC has 
provided £16 million to fund 15 regional partnerships across England to enable 
local authorities to support migrants to find new employment in the care sector 
when their employer’s sponsor licence is revoked.33

• Working with stakeholders: The Home Office holds regular meetings with other 
government agencies with a role in preventing labour market exploitation. 
However, it could make better use of feedback from stakeholders to improve 
its risk management and oversight of exploitation in the visa system. As of 
December 2024, it had not implemented responses to two recommendations 
from the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration relating 
to exploitation in the care sector. In addition, there has not always been a 
holistic response to the MAC’s recommendations. In 2023, the MAC stated 
that the government had failed to respond to recommendations on pay and 
professionalisation which could have reduced exploitation of migrant workers.

3.26 The Home Office has made progress in addressing safeguarding concerns. 
It does not have an organisation-wide safeguarding policy, but its customer 
services operations have a safeguarding strategy, and it has established a network 
to co-ordinate its response across business areas and share intelligence with 
stakeholders. Some stakeholders told us the Home Office has not taken adequate 
action to address concerns about exploitation and abuse. They described revoking 
sponsor licences and cancelling applicants’ visas as “blunt instruments” which do 
little to address exploitation or support vulnerable individuals. Stakeholders also 
highlighted that migrant workers are often unwilling to report exploitation for fear 
of jeopardising their immigration status.

32 The Skilled Worker visa system is based on a sponsorship model where a migrant’s right to remain in the UK is 
dependent on their employers. When sponsors have their licences revoked, sponsored workers have their visa 
cancelled and must leave the UK or secure alternative employment within 60 days.

33 These regional partnerships engage local authorities, local care alliances, local providers and other actors with 
an interest in care to support them in responding to unethical international recruitment practices in the sector.
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3.27 The Home Office is responsible for overseeing the National Referral 
Mechanism, which is the framework for identifying and referring potential victims 
of modern slavery to ensure they receive appropriate support. There have been 
an increasing number of referrals, with 17,004 in 2023, the highest number 
since the mechanism was introduced. However, the proportion who received a 
‘conclusive grounds’ decision (6,528 in 2023) – recognising them as a victim of 
modern slavery and enabling them to access support – has fallen since 2022. 
The Home Office was not able to provide data on the number of referrals relating to 
people with Skilled Worker visas, but labour exploitation is the most common reason 
for referrals overall.
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Appendix One

Our audit approach

Our scope

1 Our audit examines the Home Office’s management of Skilled Worker visas 
since the government opened the route in December 2020. Our aim was to 
assess the Home Office’s understanding and performance to provide an objective 
assessment of the effectiveness of the system and management of the route. 
The aim is to inform the future design and operation of the system. We focused 
on the Skilled Worker visa route as it forms a large component of overall migration 
and is important to the UK economy. The findings from this report will also be 
relevant to the Home Office’s management of other visa routes.

2 We examined three specific areas:

• whether the Home Office has an effective approach to adjusting the 
Skilled Worker visa system;

• whether the Home Office is effectively monitoring and managing how 
the Skilled Worker visa system is performing, including how it addresses 
non-compliance; and

• how the Home Office has learnt lessons and used data to improve the 
Skilled Worker visa system.

3 We examined the Home Office’s approach to making changes to the route’s 
entry requirements since January 2021. While recognising that it must manage 
competing priorities from the government’s immigration policy and skills agenda, 
our assessment focussed on its processes, use of evidence and engagement 
with other government departments. Our assessment of the Home Office’s 
management of operations focused on its performance in providing a good 
customer service and effectively tackling non-compliance, including reviewing 
its mechanisms for strengthening its approach. We drew on specialist expertise 
from across the National Audit Office to design our audit approach and reach 
judgments on the Home Office’s performance.
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Our evidence base

4 In examining these issues, we drew on a variety of evidence sources.

Document review

5 We reviewed documents to draw conclusions about our study questions 
and support our understanding of the Skilled Worker visa system. This included 
Home Office’s published and unpublished documents relating to the Skilled Worker 
visa route including business cases, risk registers, performance reports, 
internal guidance documents, financial data, information about compliance 
activities, and workflow data tables. We reviewed these documents to gain a 
better understanding of how the Skilled Worker visa system has been designed, 
how day-to-day operations are managed and the learning that takes place.

6 We also reviewed published reports and documents covering, or relevant to 
the Home Office’s management of the Skilled Worker visa system, including reports 
from stakeholders in the third sector and documents received from other government 
departments that oversee sectors using the Skilled Worker visa system.

Interviews

7 We carried out interviews with teams from across the Home Office between 
August and December 2024 to understand their role in the system. We met with 
teams responsible for policy design, forecasting and performance analysis as well as 
operational and compliance teams working on administering the Skilled Worker visa 
system. Interviews were mainly conducted online. We met with teams responsible for:

• producing the published immigration statistics;

• producing Home Office forecasts for work visas;

• planning and implementing changes to the Skilled Worker visa route and 
shortage occupation list;

• evaluating any system changes, or conducting impact assessments;

• monitoring operational performance and service standards;

• litigation and administrative reviews within the Skilled Worker visa route;

• compliance, discussing their activity, risk assessment processes, 
data and trends;

• communications with applicants and sponsors;

• safeguarding;

• risk management and mitigation;
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• managing engagement with other government departments and 
stakeholders in the system;

• overseeing revenue from fees, and any issues related to fee changes;

• workflow management; and

• managing the IT used to administer the Skilled Worker visa system.

8 We also conducted interviews with officials from other governmental 
departments, including the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, 
the Department of Health & Social Care, the Department for Business and Trade, 
HM Revenue & Customs; and the Department for Education. The purpose of these 
was to understand the role other departments had in the design of the policy, 
the impact of the system on sectors they have oversight of, and the extent of the 
cross-governmental working taking place.

9 We engaged with the Migration Advisory Committee to understand its role in 
reviewing the Skilled Worker visa route, and reviewed its reports and engagement 
with the Home Office.

10 Our interviews covered a wide range of topics but were primarily focused on 
how different teams within the Home Office played a role in managing and changing 
the Skilled Worker visa system, and how the Home Office monitors the system and 
deals with non-compliance. Interviews were analysed thematically, to support and 
develop insights from Home Office data and documentation.

Stakeholder call for evidence

11 We carried out a call for evidence, inviting stakeholders to submit written 
responses about their experience of the Skilled Worker visa system. We identified 
stakeholders via desk research and discussions with the Home Office. The call 
for evidence covered questions including but not limited to:

• the strategic overview of the system;

• the impact of rule changes;

• experience of the application process;

• compliance and enforcement activities; and

• the future of the system.
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12 We received a good take-up of our invitation to contribute, 
receiving responses from:

• the Migration Observatory;

• the Confederation of British Industry;

• the Veterinary Public Health Association;

• the British Veterinary Association;

• the Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority;

• Citizens Advice;

• the Migrants’ Rights Network;

• the Cavendish Coalition;

• Care England;

• Skills for Care;

• the Nuffield Trust;

• Homecare Association;

• the Local Government Association;

• the Recruitment & Employment Confederation;

• the Food Standards Agency;

• FLEX (Focus on Labour Exploitation);

• ADASS (Association of Directors of Adult Social Services);

• VODG (Voluntary Organisations Disability Group);

• Migrants At Work Ltd; and

• the Justice for Sponsored Workers Campaign.

13  We met with nine of these stakeholders after receiving their submissions 
to further discuss their views on the system. Fieldwork took place between 
July and December 2024. The data gathered from stakeholders were analysed 
thematically in order to present a summary of stakeholders’ views and concerns 
about the system.
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Quantitative analysis

14 There are many public datasets available related to the Skilled Worker visa 
system. We have collated and analysed data both relating to users of the system 
and the Home Office operations. These data include, but are not limited, to:

• long-term international immigration (Office for National Statistics);

• visa application and grant numbers (gov.uk);

• sponsor organisation numbers (gov.uk);

• visa extensions (gov.uk);

• visa nationality (gov.uk);

• occupations of visa holders (gov.uk);

• UKVI processing times (gov.uk); and

• UKVI customer satisfaction (gov.uk).

15 These datasets have been key in understanding the context of the topic area, 
and how use of the system and operations have changed over time. They have also 
provided data for figures in the report. We primarily focused our data analysis on 
identifying trends and comparing Home Office performance over time. This included 
analysis covering the number of visa applications and sponsor licences received by 
the Home Office, Home Office performance against key customer service targets, 
and the scale of Home Office compliance activity.

16 Some data, primarily those covering compliance activity and finance, were 
drawn from unpublished Home Office databases. On some occasions the data 
provided by the Home Office differed from values it had previously provided 
due to changes in performance over time, or involved a degree of estimation. 
We considered the reasons for changes in the data and the robustness of our 
estimations and decided that it was appropriate to use the data the Home Office 
provided during this audit.

17 We carried out experimental analysis of the correlation in DfE vacancy data 
with HMRC employment data and conducted regional analysis for occupations 
on the Immigration Salary List. The geographical and sector-based breakdowns 
provided us with a more granular analysis of how effectively the system is 
working, which goes beyond the higher-level data published by the Home Office. 
As this analysis was experimental, it was used to inform our engagement with the 
Home Office and recommendations for future improvement, rather than as the 
basis for our conclusions.
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Site visit

18 In September 2024 we visited UKVI’s visa processing office in Sheffield 
for four days. The purpose of this visit was to observe caseworkers process 
applications and to interview staff and managers to understand the day-to-day 
operation of the system.

19 We had face-to-face engagement with staff across the different work streams, 
including those who processed applications, those working in compliance and 
those responsible for managing the Risk Hub, which oversees risk identification 
and management. This engagement involved a series of informal interviews and 
discussions, and observing the systems and processes used in these areas of 
the system.
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