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“The business case makes no difference to my organisation”…understanding the contribution of migrant workers
As a consequence of the changes in the demographics of the labour force in the UK many organisations now employ an increasingly diverse workforce. This has been further exacerbated following the much published expansion of the EU in 2004 to include what are now generally referred to as the A8 countries. These demographic changes have created a challenge for management teams and considerable debate on how the business case for diversity may be implemented and utilised by organisations to deliver its perceived advantages.

Whilst Bagshaw (2004, p.154) defines the business case as “a long term strategic business factor that has a significant impact on productivity, workforce motivation and innovation, market competitiveness, teamwork and customer loyalty” the most commonly cited benefits for employers are recruiting and retaining the best talent, improving business performance, improving creativity and innovation and gaining competitive advantage (CIPD 2009; Litvin 2004; Tipper 2006).  

Whilst this study’s main investigative role is to consider the approaches of organisations to the management and retention of A8 migrant workers in Northern Ireland it does include questioning the business case. Participants have commented on a number of the perceived benefits of the business case namely competitive advantage, labour turnover, absence, sickness, innovation and recruitment. 
The study employs a mixed methodology with three stages of data collection. The first stage utilised quantitative data collection methods in the form of questionnaires. This data was used to aid selection of the cases to be undertaken and to inform a qualitative data collection tool. This paper reports on the first stage and an initial analysis of the second stage which is still being undertaken

Whilst several interesting outcomes emerged it was important to note that the perceived benefits of diversity are not accepted as common place. Whilst employers agreed the migrant workers arriving in Northern Ireland created a larger labour pool from which to choose they did not see that as generating advantage, innovation or creativity within their organisations but more as filling a gap in the industry created by the indigenous work force. 
Polarised results and comments were received in relation to labour turnover with one employer reporting turnover had decreased to less than 1% whilst others reported a considerable rise. On the issue of sickness and absence all employers reported a drop in these levels and commented migrant workers had a much better work ethic and attitude to work than their indigenous counterparts. In terms of innovation and creativity none of the employers were able to report any new products or improvements due to the employment of migrant workers although a number commented this was possibly due to the level at which they were employed and possibly due to the industry they were engaging in i.e. manufacturing.
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