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MIGRANT WORKERS

Tongue tied
The challenge of getting messages across to 
workers with limited English can be a spur to 
improve your training, says David Towlson

It can be instructive to place yourself in 
the position of others. This point became 
clear to me many years ago, when I 
worked for a short time in Osaka, Japan. 

On landing there, I discovered the airport 
signs were almost entirely in Japanese — I 
suppose I had arrogantly expected English. 

I gravitated towards what must have 
been an information point, where a woman 
did speak some English. It was obvious I 
wasn’t a native, since Japan at that time 
was not what you might call multiethnic. 
She managed to communicate how to buy 
tickets and get into the city.

When I went to the factory the next day, 
I remember having to remove my shoes and 
wear something like f lipflops, except the 
largest size available was around four sizes 
too small. I had to give a serious technical 
presentation, conduct some laboratory anal-
ysis and negotiate stairs in this footwear. 

But if I had been required to operate 
machinery, I would not have been as happy 
muddling through and would have felt the 
lack of training and support working in a  
foreign culture.

Lower echelons
According to the government’s Labour Force 
Survey, a high proportion of the most recent 
migrant workers into the UK have funnelled 
into lower skilled occupations. More than 
a quarter of those in “elementary process 
operations”, food preparation, and textile 
and clothes manufacture were born abroad. 

A study for the HSE (www.hse.gov.uk/
research/rrpdf/rr502.pdf) found many acci-
dents involving migrant workers reported 
to the authorities have in common poor 
communication and lack of training. But 
it is easy to overstate the problems asso-
ciated with keeping people safe if their 
first language is not English. The HSE’s 
research also found employers with expe-
rience of high volumes of migrant labour 
were less likely to see foreign workers as 
facing greater risks than the rest of their 
workforces. But the responsibility to make 
sure all workers understand safety instruc-
tion and training means expending a little 
more effort to discharge your duty of care 
for those with limited English.
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First simplify
Though the statistics for lower skilled  
occupations suggest migrants are an essen-
tial resource for some industries, the safety 
imperative means you might have to set min-
imum standards for particularly hazardous 
activities.

Language screening is reasonable to 
ensure a minimum standard of English com-
prehension among workers who need com-
plex instructions to use equipment or who 
have to understand and react immediately to  
supervisors’ instructions. 

Good workers who don’t meet the necessary  
language standard can be given simpler 
tasks and steered towards ways of improving 
their fluency. It is helpful to remember that 
someone with poor language skill working 
in a foreign — to them — country is probably 
as frustrated as you about communication 
limitations.

Local colleges may be able to help with 
part-time ESOL (English for speakers of 
other languages) courses, but it’s probably 
not reasonable to expect someone work-
ing long shifts to do a crash course in the  
evenings on top.

Show don’t tell
For less hazardous activ it ies, before  
considering translation, it’s worth review-
ing your training materials to see how far 
they could be reconfigured to simplify 
difficult terms or even excise them com-
pletely. Safety has its own jargon that is 
not always necessary for low level risk 
control, which can be explained in simple  
language instead. 

In an induction session, you don’t need 
to distinguish between hazard and risk, 
reasonably practicability or the different 
types of reportable accident. It’s better to 
focus on factors such as action that should 
be taken, what should not be touched, where 
you should or should not go and how to seek 
help if there is an accident. All trainees will 
probably benefit from this type of pruning, 
not just those working in a second language.

The simplest way to communicate basic 
safety messages is through symbols and 
visual standards showing what risky and 
safe environments or actions look like 
(see Health and Safety at Work’s feature at 
www.healthandsafet yatwork.com/visual- 
standards). The EU OSHA safety agency has 
a whole suite of wordless DVDs on different 
risk areas featuring the animated character 
Napo; the HSE sells them at www.hse.gov.
uk/pubns/books/dvds.htm

Demonstration at the point of use is 
another valuable way of showing people 
how to do the job safely with less reliance 
on verbal communication; evacuation routes 
and assembly points are obvious exam-
ples; demonstrating what might happen to  
people who don’t wear their PPE is another.  
Instruction at point of use could be 
backed up by Trojan horse messages  
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(www.healthandsafetyatwork.com/trojan-
horse) or posters (see feature on page 28) 
where the point is carried primarily by the  
picture. T he HSE’s research found 
t hat g iv i ng t he sa me message i n  
seve r a l  way s i s  
more effective.

Lingua franca
W h e r e  t r a n s l a -
t i o n  s e e m s  a n 
easier option than 
r e v a mpi n g y ou r 
whole training pro-
gramme and you 
have a group of workers of the same nation-
ality, check whether anyone in the group 
has strong enough English skills to pro-
vide simultaneous translation at training 
sessions. Even if no one volunteers or has 
strong enough English, one of them may 
still be able to point you to a community 
group that could supply a translator.

Whoever you find to interpret training  
live or to translate written materials  
is unlikely to be a safety specialist, so it 
would be worth sitting down with them 
and going through technical terms, 
whether it is interlock or near miss, 
to make sure they will be rendered  
correctly. 

Basic safety vocabulary to help a 
translator is contained in the HSE’s intro-
ductory leaflets such as Working in the 
UK from Overseas. There are transla-
tions of the literature into 30 languages 

from A lbanian to Urdu at www.hse.
gov.uk /languages/index.htm but some 
nationalities are better catered for than  
others. There is only one leaflet in Latvian, 
for instance, and three in Bengali but 16 
in Polish and 10 in Romanian, mostly on  
construction hazards.

Similarly the TUC has an explanation 
of workers’ rights, including basic health 
and safety provision in 20 languages, at  
www.tuc.org.uk/workplace-issues/health-
and-safety/migrant-workers

With a group of workers who share a  
language but have mixed abilities, you could 
try a buddy system, pairing stronger English 
speakers with weaker ones.

Investor in people
The language barrier may not be the only one 
you have to overcome in training a migrant 
workforce. Other cultures have differing 
standards of workplace safety, especially in 
some of the emerging economies. If you have 
been brought up with a far more risk taking, 
laissez-faire attitude, it can be difficult to 
grasp workplace strictures here immediately. 
You may have to put in more effort to persuade 
such people to come round to your way of 
thinking, but making it clear that safety duties 
are a condition of work is the starting point.

On the plus side, many migrants are well 
educated, and sometimes highly qualified in 
other fields, but are held back by poor language 
skills or because their qualifications are not 
recognised in the UK. Seeing them as an invest-
ment and training them progressively makes 
sense if they have the expertise you need.

This is all what professional trainers call 
“differentiation”, finding out what each indi-
vidual’s educational needs are and planning 
to meet them. If a migrant has skills you think 
are worth having, it’s an obvious thing to 
think about how best to ensure they are kept 
safe and healthy. n

David Towlson is director of training at RRC 
International, www.rrc.co.uk
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Whoever you find to interpret training 
live or to translate written materials is 
unlikely to be a safety specialist, so it’s 
worth going through technical terms”


