Four immigration reforms employers should watch as UK settlement rules evolve

The UK’s immigration framework is facing its most significant reform in over a decade. Two major
developments are emerging, including proposed changes to the route to settlement and further

tightening of right-to-work compliance obligations.
For employers relying on overseas talent, these reforms will have an impact on both recruitment
strategy and long-term workforce planning. In parallel, other European jurisdictions, including

Germany, are making settlement easier to attract skilled workers and high earners.

Taken together, these changes could ultimately make it more difficult for UK businesses to compete in

the global market for talent.

Changes to the route to settlement

Under current rules, many Skilled Worker visa holders may apply for Indefinite Leave to Remain

(ILR) after five years. However, proposals under consultation suggest a more flexible, “earned
settlement” model, under which the route to settlement could either be extended to between 10 and
15 years or shortened, depending on individual circumstances.

If implemented, this would represent the biggest structural change to UK settlement policy in several
years, moving away from a fixed qualifying period towards a more variable, criteria-based system.

For example, while some applicants may face longer qualifying periods, the government is also
proposing accelerated routes for higher earners. Individuals earning £125,000 or more for a minimum
of three years may be eligible for a shortened pathway to settlement. The policy will look to attract
high-value, globally mobile professionals while tightening requirements for others.

For employers, the availability of settlement remains a significant recruitment tool. Where other
jurisdictions - including countries such as Canada and Australia - promote clearer and often faster
routes to permanent residence, the UK’s evolving approach may create competitive tension,
particularly in sectors such as technology, healthcare and engineering that rely heavily on international

mobility.

Dependants and qualifying periods

One area likely to cause complexity is the treatment of dependants.

Under the proposed changes, dependants may need to complete their own qualifying period for
settlement, rather than relying solely on the main applicant’s immigration timeline.

For example, where a_Skilled Worker enters the UK on 1 January and their partner joins a year later, the
Skilled Worker may become eligible for ILR after five years. The partner, however, may need to
complete five years from their own arrival date.

This decoupling of settlement clocks could create uncertainty for relocating families. It also reflects a
broader policy message that dependants are expected to participate in the labour market.

Employers need to be mindful that decisions around sponsorship, relocation and flexible

working arrangements may collide with equality considerations. A misaligned approach could give rise

to discrimination risk, especially where caring responsibilities are involved.

Right to work compliance
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Alongside settlement reform, right to work enforcement remains under scrutiny.

Further changes are anticipated this year, with an expanded focus on who must be checked and how
those checks are recorded. While current rules are largely framed around traditional employment
relationships, there has been a clear shift in modern working practices - including the growth of zero-

hours arrangements, the gig economy and more fluid workforce models.

In response, new legislation is expected to broaden the scope of right to work obligations beyond
employees to encompass a wider category of ‘workers’. This reflects a recognition that existing rules

do not fully capture the realities of today’s labour market.

For businesses that rely on agency workers, consultancy arrangements or global mobility assignments,
this may prove onerous. Even where there is no direct relationship that currently triggers a
requirement to carry out checks - for example, in the case of agency-supplied labour - the risk of
business disruption and reputational damage remains significant if issues arise within the wider

workforce.

Civil penalties and sponsor licence suspension therefore sit alongside these broader commercial risks

where compliance processes are inadequate.

Skilled Worker and global mobility routes

The Skilled Worker visa continues to be the most popular route for overseas recruitment, largely
because it offers a pathway to settlement. In contrast, Global Business Mobility routes - which have
replaced the previous intra-company transfer provisions - are often more limited in duration and do
not always lead to ILR.

Recent changes to English language requirements, effective from 8 January, have already created
challenges in certain sectors, including care. Some individuals have sought to switch from dependant

visas to Skilled Worker status, only to encounter additional eligibility requirements.

Employers should therefore review immigration strategy in the round, ensuring that route selection,

salary thresholds and long-term retention planning are aligned.

The UK is recalibrating its immigration system, extending settlement in some cases while accelerating
it for high earners and increasing compliance scrutiny. For employers, immigration is much more than
an administrative function, now sitting at the heart of workforce planning and international

competitiveness.

A proactive review of sponsorship practices, right-to-work procedures and long-term settlement

planning is needed to help mitigate risk and ensure continued access to global talent.

Next steps for employers
The proposed changes to settlement rules could have implications for both workforce planning and
international recruitment strategies. We would recommend seeking specialist legal advice to

understand how the reforms may affect your organisation.
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