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Welcome to the new world 

Following the UK’s withdrawal from the EU on 31 December 2020, British immigration rules 

have changed from free movement within Europe to a points-based immigration 

system for all foreign workers. 

At Native Gravity, we understand the challenges this can pose for both workers and hiring 

managers. The good news is many IT, engineering, design and development roles are listed in the 

new regulations as in-demand occupations, meaning there are direct routes to hiring foreign 

workers in these fields. We’ve compiled this guide as a summary of the key information to assist UK 

employers with:  

• The points system 

• Eligible jobs 

• Becoming a sponsor 

• Fees for employers 

• Unsponsored visa routes 

• Where to find further information and advice 

All information has been sourced from the UK government’s website and is correct as of March 

2021. You can keep up to date with the latest information via the websites at the end of this article 

or by signing up for email alerts from the Home Office.  

What’s new?  

The UK now operates a points-based immigration system for applicants from anywhere in the world 

outside of the UK and the Republic of Ireland (ROI). A pre-existing agreement with 

Ireland allows Irish citizens to live and work freely in the UK. Workers from all other countries must 

now apply via the points system and may need a job offer from a licensed sponsor. 

The Skilled Worker visa replaces the Tier 2 (General) work visa and is the main route 

for migrants coming to the UK for work. A Skilled Worker visa allows a stay of up to 5 years. After 5 

years, applicants can either apply to extend their work visa or apply to settle permanently in the 

UK, known as ‘indefinite leave to remain’. 

Migrants from outside the EU who already have indefinite leave to remain will not be affected by 

the new points system. Similarly, EU citizens who started living in the UK prior to 21 December 

2020 are protected under the withdrawal agreement and can apply to the EU settlement scheme to 

preserve their status. Gov.uk has a toolkit for employers to help you provide information and 

support to employees in this category. EU citizens and their families have until 31 June 2021 to 

apply for settlement. 

What’s a points system?  

A points system is a visa application process in which applicants must score a minimum number of 

points before they can apply for a visa. Points are awarded through a mixture of mandatory and 

optional criteria. The UK Skilled Worker visa requires applicants to obtain a minimum of 70 points, 

based on the criteria in the table below.  

https://www.gov.uk/
https://gov.smartwebportal.co.uk/homeoffice/public/webform.asp?id=191&id2=9633A4
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-points-based-immigration-system-employer-information
https://www.gov.uk/skilled-worker-visa/your-job
https://www.gov.uk/settled-status-eu-citizens-families
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/eu-settlement-scheme-employer-toolkit


 Characteristics Mandatory/ 

Tradeable 

Points 

Offer of job by approved sponsor Mandatory 20 

Job at appropriate skill level Mandatory 20 

Speaks English at required level Mandatory 10 

Salary of £20,480 to £23,039 or at least 80% of the going rate for the profession 

(whichever is higher) 
Tradeable 0 

Salary of £23,040 to £25,599 or at least 90% of the going rate for the profession 

(whichever is higher) 
Tradeable 10 

Salary of £25,600 or above or at least the going rate for the profession 

(whichever is higher) 
Tradeable 20 

Job in a shortage occupation as designated by the Migration Advisory Committee Tradeable 20 

Education qualification: PhD in a subject relevant to the job Tradeable 10 

Education qualification: PhD in a STEM subject relevant to the job Tradeable 20 

How do points work?  

Under the Skilled Worker route, anyone you want to hire from outside the UK will need to 

demonstrate they meet the 3 mandatory criteria:   

1. they have a job offer from a Home Office licensed sponsor,   

2. the job offer is at the required skill level – RQF 3 or above  

(A Level equivalent), and    

3. and they speak English to the required standard.   

We’ll go into more detail on sponsors and job requirements later. First, let’s deal with the points 

criteria.   

The three mandatory requirements add up to a total of 50 points. To reach the required total of 70 

points, applicants need a further 20 points from the optional, or ‘tradeable’, criteria.  

If the salary offered is above £25,600 (or the going rate for their occupation - whichever is higher), 

the applicant will have earned the extra 20 points needed to reach the required 70 points.  

If the salary is less than £25,600, applicants must have:  

• a job offer in a shortage occupation (20 points), or  

• a PhD in a STEM subject relevant to the job (20 points), or   

• a PhD in a subject relevant to the job (10 points) and a salary of £23,040 - £25,599 or 80% 

of the going rate – whichever is higher (10 points).  

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/skilled-worker-visa/knowledge-of-english
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-shortage-occupation-list


 

 

How do I find out the going rate?  

Note that the salary criteria brackets give a specific earning range and a percentage of the ‘going 

rate’. Employers must offer the higher of these two numbers for the respective points to be earned. 

The government’s going rates are based on the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE) and 

can be found in the Immigration Rules Skilled Occupations Appendix. 

Points Example 1: You wish to recruit a Graphic Designer from outside of the UK on a 

base salary of £40,000p/a. You check the Skilled Occupation list and find occupation 

“3421 Graphic Designers” listed with a going rate of £23,500.  

In this scenario, the applicant scores the following points for meeting the three 

mandatory criteria: 

• A job offer from a licensed sponsor – 20 points 

• A job offer at the required skill level – 20 points 

• English at the required level – 10 points 

Additional points are awarded for meeting the tradeable criteria: 

• Salary of £25,600 or the going rate, whichever is higher – 20 points. 

The four criteria add up to 70 points, meeting the minimum point threshold and allowing 

your applicant to apply for a visa. 

Points Example 2: You wish to recruit a Software Developer from outside of the UK on 

a base salary of £27,000p/a. You find the profession on the Skilled Occupation list, 

confirming it is at the required skill level. You also know your applicant has the required 

level of English. So far, you’ve met the three mandatory criteria: 

• A job offer from a licensed sponsor – 20 points 

• A job offer at the required skill level – 20 points 

• English at the required level – 10 points 

However, the government’s going rate for software developers is £33,000p/a. As the 

salary you are offering is less than 90% of this, your applicant does not score any points 

for the tradeable salary criteria. You check the Shortage Occupation list and find “2136 

Programmers and Software Development Professionals”. A job in a shortage occupation 

scores an additional 20 points (as well as allowing the salary offered to be 80% of the 

going rate).  

In addition to the 50 points from the mandatory criteria, having a shortage occupation 

gives your applicant a total of 70 points and allows them to apply for a visa. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-shortage-occupation-list


What are job skill levels and the shortage occupation list?  

All jobs have a corresponding Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) code, and each SOC code 

has a designated skill level. Jobs under the Skilled Worker route must have a required skill level of 

RQF3 or above, which is equivalent to A level (for the job not the applicant). To see the list of 

eligible jobs (and their occupation codes) check the Immigration Rules Skilled Occupations 

Appendix. 

In addition to the skilled occupation list, the government has provided a shortage occupation list, 

which shows the UK professions with a current shortage of applicants. Roles on this list score an 

extra 20 points and are eligible to be paid 80% of the going rate. Many IT, engineering, design and 

development roles are included in the list. 

Do I need to become a sponsor to hire people from outside the UK?  

You will need to have a sponsorship licence to hire most workers from outside the UK. The 

requirements can vary for each type of visa, but many foreign applicants in the tech, digital, and 

creative sectors will fall under the Skilled Worker visa, which requires sponsorship from a licensed 

employer.  

On the following page, we included an overview of the steps to sponsorship. Full guidelines on the 

application and sponsorship processes can be found on the UK Visa Sponsorship for Employers page 

of gov.uk.  

Applications take up to 8 weeks to process, so remember to factor extra time into your recruitment 

plans. You may have the option to pay £500 for a 10-day decision and will be advised of 

this option after you apply.  

Can I hire foreign employees without a sponsor licence? 

Some immigration routes are ‘unsponsored’, such as the Graduate route and the Global Talent 

route. You do not need a licence to hire employees with an unsponsored visa.  

The Global Talent visa is designed to attract global leaders and promising individuals in science, 

humanities, engineering, the arts, and digital technology.  

A full list of routes can be found in the points-based system introduction for employers.  

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-shortage-occupation-list
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/949210/Employers_guide_to_becoming_a_licenced_sponsor.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers
https://www.gov.uk/global-talent
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-points-based-immigration-system-employer-information


An overview of the steps to sponsorship 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Check your business is eligible and can 

put in place the roles and systems 

needed to fulfil sponsor 

responsibilities. 

 

To apply for a Skilled Worker Visa, 

applicants must have three mandatory 

items:  

1. A job offer from a licensed 

sponsor   

2. A job offer at the required skill 

level  

3. English at the required standard   

And one of the following “tradeable” 

criteria  

• A salary over £25,600 or the 

going rate for the role (whichever 

is higher) OR 

• a job offer in a shortage 

occupation (20 points) 

Find out more about the points system 

and criteria in the Visas and 

Immigration department’s introduction 

for employers. 

Apply for a sponsorship licence.  

Cost: Licences cost £536 for small 

businesses and £1,476 for large 

businesses and are valid for four years.  

Each applicant you sponsor costs:  

1. £199 for a Certificate of 

Sponsorship 

2. £364 or £1,047 (small/large 

business) immigration skills 

charge per year of sponsorship.   

Exemptions and refunds may apply in 

certain circumstances. 

Time: Licence applications take up to 8 

weeks to process. You may be able to 

pay an additional £500 for a 10-day 

decision. 

Once you have your licence, you will 

have access to the sponsorship 

management system (SMS). Use the 

SMS to apply for a Certificate of 

Sponsorship for your candidate. 

Assign the certificate to the worker, 

who can then apply for their visa. 

Applicants must apply within 3 months 

of the job start date – do not issue 

certificates more than 3 months in 

advance. 

Applicants should get a decision within 

3 weeks. Priority services may be 

available at an extra cost to the 

applicant. 

Once the visa is approved, the 

applicant may travel to the UK and 

begin working. 

CHECK APPLICANTS  

ARE ELIGIBLE 

APPLY TO BECOME  

A SPONSOR 

BEGIN SPONSORING 

WORKERS 

CHECK YOUR  

BUSINESS IS ELIGIBLE 

https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/eligibility
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/sponsorship-management-roles
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/your-responsibilities
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/skilled-worker-visa/knowledge-of-english
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-shortage-occupation-list
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-shortage-occupation-list
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-points-based-immigration-system-employer-information
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-points-based-immigration-system-employer-information
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/apply-for-your-licence
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/apply-for-your-licence
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/apply-for-your-licence
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/apply-for-your-licence
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/apply-for-your-licence
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/immigration-skills-charge
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/visa-decision-waiting-times-applications-outside-the-uk#faster


What are the costs?  

There are three main costs associated with hiring workers from outside the UK and ROI:  

1. The cost of becoming a sponsor 

2. The cost to issue a Certificate of Sponsorship to an applicant 

3. The cost of hiring an individual, known as the ‘immigration skills charge’  

Your sponsorship licence is valid for four years and you pay a one-off fee when you 

apply. The certificate and immigration skills charges are paid for each applicant you sponsor.  

Sponsorship Charges  Charities & small 

businesses   

Medium & large 

businesses  

Becoming a sponsor  £536  £1,476  

Certificate of Sponsorship (per applicant)  £199  £199  

Immigration skills charge (per year, per applicant)  £364 £1,000  

Small businesses are classified as those with at least two of the following three requirements: less 

than £10.2m annual turnover, less than £5.1m in assets, or fewer than 50 employees. Public 

companies are automatically classed as large businesses. 

Exemptions and refunds may apply in certain circumstances. These can be found on the certificates 

of sponsorship page and the immigration skills charge page. 

 

Cost Example 1: You run a small business and wish to hire a Graphic Designer from the EU on 

a two-year contract. You have already received your sponsorship licence at a cost of £536. 

You issue your candidate a Certificate of Sponsorship, costing £199, and pay the immigration 

skills charge for 2 years: £364 x 2 = £728. 

Altogether, this role costs £927 for two years, in addition to the one-off licence fee of £536. 

Cost Example 2: You work in a large business and wish to hire a Software Developer from the 

EU on a five-year contract. 

You apply for a sponsorship licence, which costs £1,476 and allows you to sponsor multiple 

foreign workers for the next four years. 

You issue your candidate a Certificate of Sponsorship, costing £199. You then pay the 

immigration skills charge at £1,000 x 5 years = £5,000. The total cost for this five-year role is 

therefore £5,199. 

https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/certificates-of-sponsorship
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/certificates-of-sponsorship
https://www.gov.uk/uk-visa-sponsorship-employers/immigration-skills-charge


Further information and advice  

We’ve compiled a list of resources for further information and advice:  

• An introduction for employers from the UK government Visas and Immigration 

department.  

• The Government homepage on the new recruiting regulations  

• A collection of Brexit guidelines for the  digital, tech, and computer services sectors.   

• The government’s Brexit Checker asks a set of questions and generates a list of guidelines 

for your circumstances.   

• Sponsorship guidance for employers.  

• Sponsorship, employer and education helpline: 0300 123 4699 (Monday to Thursday, 10am 

to 3pm).   

• The Business Helpdesk also offers advice to employers: 

businesshelpdesk@homeoffice.gov.uk.  

• The premium customer service scheme offers support from a dedicated licence 

manager (min. cost £8,000 p/a).  

• Sign up for email alerts from the Home Office to get updates on the new immigration 

system for your business.  

For legal advice and support, Native Gravity recommends contacting a specialist immigration law 

firm. The following is a non-exclusive list of firms provided by our professional body, APSCo: 

• https://www.jmw.co.uk/services-for-business/employment-law 

• https://www.squirepattonboggs.com/en 

• https://gunnercooke.com/practice-area/immigration/ 

Contact Us 

Please get in touch if you would like to discuss the current job market, hiring strategies or skills 

availability in the digital marketplace. 

Tel: 0203 800 1340 

Email: info@nativegravity.co.uk 

Web: www.nativegravity.co.uk 

Native Gravity Recruitment Ltd is a company incorporated in England and Wales under company 
number 10660641 and whose registered office is at is Emstrey House North, Shrewsbury Business Park, 

Shrewsbury, SY2 6LG (“the Employment Agency”) 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-points-based-immigration-system-employer-information
https://pbisemployers.campaign.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-digital-technology-and-computer-services-sectors-from-january-2021
https://www.gov.uk/transition
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/sponsorship-information-for-employers-and-educators
mailto:businesshelpdesk@homeoffice.gov.uk
https://www.gov.uk/employer-sponsorship-join-the-premium-customer-service-scheme
https://gov.smartwebportal.co.uk/homeoffice/public/webform.asp?id=191&id2=9633A4
https://www.jmw.co.uk/services-for-business/employment-law
https://www.squirepattonboggs.com/en
https://gunnercooke.com/practice-area/immigration/
mailto:info@nativegravity.co.uk
http://www.nativegravity.co.uk/

