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3 Migration Statistics 

Summary 
There are two main ways of measuring the migration of people: 1) flows across an 
international border, and 2) the stock of people living in a particular country who are not 
nationals of that country or who were born abroad. In the year ending March 2018: 

• 614,000 people migrated into the UK and 344,000 people emigrated from 
it, leaving a net migration figure of +271,000. This represents the balance of 
long-term migrants moving in and out of the country.1  

In the year ending December 2017: 

• 6.2 million people were living in the UK who had the nationality of a different 
country (9% of the total population).2 

• 3.8 million EU nationals (excluding UK) were living in the UK. There were  

• 785,000 UK nationals were living in other EU countries excluding Ireland.3 

The number of people migrating to the UK has been greater than the number emigrating 
since 1994. For much of the twentieth century, the numbers migrating to and from the 
UK were roughly in balance, and from the 1960s to the early 1990s the number of 
emigrants was often greater than the number of immigrants. Over the last twenty-five 
years, both immigration and emigration have increased to historically high levels, with 
immigration exceeding emigration by more than 100,000 in every year since 1998. 

 

This note explains the concepts and methods used in measuring migration. It contains 
current and historical data on immigration, emigration and net migration in the UK. It sets 
out the most recent estimates of the UK’s foreign national and foreign-born populations 
and includes international comparisons of migration and migrant populations in European 
Union countries. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
1  Long-term means that they migrated for a period of 12 months or more. The numbers do not add up due 

to rounding. 
2  This does not include people who had dual nationality where one of the nationalities was British. 
3  There were 277,000 British-born people living in Ireland in 2017 but this number cannot be added to the 

EU total since that captures people with British nationality. 
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1. Understanding migration 
statistics 

What do migration statistics measure? The idea of people moving to live 
in different parts of the world seems straightforward but defining what 
that means in such a way that it can be consistently measured raises 
difficult questions. Who counts as a migrant? Who is foreign to a given 
country? Under what circumstances can someone be said to have 
changed the country in which they live? 

For many of these questions there is no definitive answer and the most 
appropriate answer depends upon the nature of the data that is 
available. This means there is no single measure of migration. Instead, 
there are several different measures that, taken together, can be used 
to build up a picture of who is on the move and how national 
populations are changing due to the movement of people. 

Understanding migration therefore means understanding the different 
ways migration can be measured and the definitions that apply in each 
case. 

1.1 Who is a migrant? 
A migrant can be broadly defined as a person who changes their 
country of usual residence. Conventionally, there are three different 
ways of making this definition more precise.  

A migrant can be: 

• Someone whose country of birth is different to their country of 
residence. 

 
• Someone whose nationality is different to their country of 

residence. 
 

• Someone who changes their country of usual residence for a 
period of at least a year, so that the country of destination 
effectively becomes the country of usual residence.4 

Each of these definitions has its strengths and weaknesses.  

The first definition is consistent and objective, but it classifies as 
migrants people who were born abroad but automatically became 
citizens of the country in which they now live (e.g. children born to 
armed forces personnel stationed in foreign countries).  

The second definition excludes nationals born abroad, but it also 
excludes people who have recently changed their country of residence 
and acquired the nationality of their new home country. There is also 
the possibility that when a person is asked their nationality, their answer 
may express a sense of cultural affiliation rather than their actual legal 

 
 
                                                                                                 
4  This is the United Nations recommended definition of a migrant. 
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status; a problem that does not arise when asking someone their 
country of birth. 

The third definition is objective but it poses problems of measurement. 
People’s intentions regarding their length of stay in a country are 
subject to change: those people who intend to stay longer than a year 
may leave more quickly, while those who initially intend a short stay 
may become permanent residents. This definition is used by the United 
Nations (UN).5 

In practice, each of these definitions is used in certain circumstances, 
depending on the data in question. 

1.2 Stocks and flows 
In migration statistics, stocks refer to the number of migrants usually 
resident in a country during a particular period, while flows refer to the 
number of people changing their country of usual residence during a 
particular period. Immigration and emigration are therefore flow 
measurements, recording the number of people entering and leaving 
the country on a long-term basis. 

Statistics on stocks and flows are based on different definitions of a 
migrant. Stocks are normally measured as the number of people whose 
country of birth or nationality is different from that of the country in 
which they live (the first two definitions above). Flows are normally 
measured as the number of people changing their country of residence 
for at least a year (the third definition). 

In the UK, data on stocks and flows come from different sources. Stocks 
are measured through surveys of the resident population, while flows 
are measured primarily though surveys of passengers arriving and 
leaving the country.6 

1.3 Net migration 
Net migration is the measure of the net flow of migrants into or out of 
a country. Put simply, it is the difference between immigration and 
emigration: the number of people moving to live in a particular country 
minus the number of people moving out of that country to live 
elsewhere. If more people are arriving than leaving, net migration is a 
positive number, which means net immigration. If more people are 
leaving than arriving, net migration is a negative number, which means 
net emigration. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
5  For a detailed analysis of the different definitions of a migrant see: Who Counts as a 

Migrant? Definitions and their Consequences, Dr Bridget Anderson & Dr Scott 
Blinder, Oxford Migration Observatory, 1 Aug 2014. 

6  Stocks are measured through the Labour Force Survey (LFS) and the Annual 
Population Survey (APS), which aggregates and supplements LFS data to improve 
statistical accuracy. Flows are measured primarily through the International 
Passenger Survey (IPS), which surveys passengers at UK ports, with additional data 
on migration to and from Northern Ireland and Home Office data on asylum seekers. 

http://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/briefings/who-counts-migrant-definitions-and-their-consequences
http://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/briefings/who-counts-migrant-definitions-and-their-consequences
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It is important to recognise that net migration does not by itself indicate 
the full extent of population change. It is only a part of the picture. If 
immigration and emigration are roughly equal, net migration will be low 
irrespective of how many people arrive and leave. 

1.4 The difference between migrants and 
asylum seekers 

A migrant is someone who changes their country of usual residence. An 
asylum seeker is someone who does so “from fear of persecution for 
reasons of race, religion, social group, or political opinion”.7 In this 
sense, asylum seekers can be counted as a subset of migrants and 
included in official estimates of migrant stocks and flows. 

However, the United Nations Glossary of Migration Related Terms says: 

The UN Convention on the Rights of Migrants defines a migrant 
worker as a "person who is to be engaged, is engaged or has 
been engaged in a remunerated activity in a State of which he or 
she is not a national." From this a broader definition of migrants 
follows:  

"The term 'migrant' in article 1.1 (a) should be understood as 
covering all cases where the decision to migrate is taken freely by 
the individual concerned, for reasons of 'personal convenience' 
and without intervention of an external compelling factor."  

This definition indicates that migrant does not refer to refugees, 
displaced or others forced or compelled to leave their homes. 
Migrants are people who make choices about when to leave and 
where to go, even though these choices are sometimes extremely 
constrained. Indeed, some scholars make a distinction between 
voluntary and involuntary migration. While certain refugee 
movements face neither external obstacles to free movement nor 
are impelled by urgent needs and a lack of alternative means of 
satisfying them in the country of present residence, others may 
blend into the extreme of relocation entirely uncontrolled by the 
people on the move.8 

So while asylum seekers are a component of migration, as measured in 
official statistics, it is not strictly correct under United Nations definitions 
to use the term migrant to refer to an asylum seeker or refugee. 

In 2017, 33,517 people applied for asylum in the UK. In the same year, 
immigration was approximately 589,000, meaning that the number of 
asylum seekers was equivalent to around 5% of immigration. 9 In the 
same year, 8,555 grants of asylum or leave to remain were made.10 

 
 
                                                                                                 
7  This definition is taken from Article 1 of the UN Convention and Protocol Relating to 

the Status of Refugees. The complete definition is longer and more technical, but it 
is broadly consistent with the definition given here. 

8  United Nations Glossary of Migration Related Terms, Migrant/Migration 
9  The ONS produces an estimate of the percentage of immigration accounted for by 

asylum seekers Table 1.01 Components and Adjustments of its Long-Term 
International Migration estimates but this is not yet available for 2017. Note that 
some new asylum claims will be made by people who have already been living in the 
UK for some time so are not necessarily ‘new’ immigrants in that year. 

10  This excludes refugees who were resettled directly from another country 

http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49da0e466.html
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49da0e466.html
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/international-migration/glossary/migrant/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/longterminternationalmigrationcomponentsandadjustmentstable101
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/tableofcontents
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/tableofcontents
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2. Migration to and from the UK 
The most comprehensive estimates of long-term migration to and from 
the UK come from the ONS’s long-term international migration (LTIM) 
series. These are official statistics which provide the headline estimates 
of immigration, emigration and net migration. 

For this series, the ONS uses the UN recommended definition of a long-
term international migrant. That is someone who changes their country 
of usual residence for a period of at least a year, so that the country of 
destination effectively becomes the country of usual residence. 

The chart shows LTIM estimates of immigration, emigration and net 
migration in the UK from 1991 to 2017. During this period 
immigration increased 91%, rising from 329,000 in 1991 to 630,000 
in 2017. Immigration was at 614,000 in the year ending March 2018. 

Emigration increased between 1991 and 2008, but subsequently fell to 
around 349,000 in 2017, compared with 285,000 in 1991. In the year 
ending March 2018, emigration was 344,000. 

Immigration has grown faster than emigration, leading to an increase in 
net migration from an annual average of 37,000 in the period 1991 to 
1995 to an annual average of 277,000 in the period 2013 to 2017. Net 
migration was estimated to be 282,000 in 2017 and 271,000 in the 
year ending March 2018. 

 
Link to quarterly report and LTIM data. 

The LTIM estimates are based on three sources of data: the International 
Passenger Survey (IPS), data from the Northern Ireland Statistics and 
Research Agency (NISRA) on international migration through Northern 
Ireland, and Home Office data on asylum seekers and “switchers” – 
people who remain in the UK for a longer or shorter period than they 
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/migrationstatisticsquarterlyreport/july2018revisedfrommaycoveringtheperiodtodecember2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/tableofcontents
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originally anticipated, thus falling into or out of the definition of a 
migrant.11 

Net migration estimates for the years 2001 to 2011 have been revised 
(see Section 2.1). These revised estimates are shown in a darker colour. 
Estimates of immigration and emigration in these years are unrevised 
and are not consistent with the revised net figures. 

The latest release of LTIM estimates from the ONS also include an 
informal adjustment to the 2016 figures (see section 2.4).12 The 
adjusted figure is higher than the official estimate and is indicated by an 
additional segment above the 2016 figure on the chart on the previous 
page. 

2.1 Revisions to net migration 
The results of the 2011 Census showed that the population of England 
and Wales was larger than expected, given the recorded number of 
births and deaths and the estimated level of net migration during the 
decade since the last Census in 2001. The Census-based mid-year 
population estimate for England and Wales in 2011 was 464,000 higher 
than the equivalent estimate rolled forward from the 2001 Census. The 
ONS identified several possible causes for the difference but considered 
that the “largest single cause is most likely to be underestimation of 
long-term immigration from central and eastern Europe in the middle 
part of the decade”.13 

As a result, in April 2014 the ONS published a revised set of net 
migration estimates for the United Kingdom for the period 2001 to 
2011. Total net migration during this period is now estimated to have 
been 346,000 higher than was previously thought – the original 
estimate of 2.18 million having been revised to 2.53 million. The 
difference between the original and revised estimates of net migration 
in each calendar year are set out in the chart below. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
11  Further information on the methodology for the LTIM and IPS estimates is available 

in the ONS guide: Methodology to estimate Long-Term International Migration 
12  ONS, Migration Statistics Quarterly Report: July 2018, 16 July 2018 
13  ONS, Methods used to revise the national population estimates for mid-2002 to 

mid-2010, 13 Dec 2012 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/methodologies/internationalmigrationmethodology/ltimmethodologynovember2015v10tcm77237394.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/migrationstatisticsquarterlyreport/july2018revisedfrommaycoveringtheperiodtodecember2017
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/specific/population-and-migration/population-statistics-research-unit--psru-/methods-used-to-revise-the-national-population-estimates-for-mid-2002-to-mid-2010.pdf
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/specific/population-and-migration/population-statistics-research-unit--psru-/methods-used-to-revise-the-national-population-estimates-for-mid-2002-to-mid-2010.pdf
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Link to source. 

Because the underestimation of net migration was identified indirectly 
from the Census, the ONS was unable to revise estimates of 
immigration and emigration as components of net migration during the 
same period. This means the revised estimates of net migration for the 
period 2001-2011 are not consistent with the available estimates of 
immigration and emigration in the same period. The ONS recommends 
that users of migration statistics should continue using the original LTIM 
series for immigration and emigration but should bear in mind that the 
headline net migration estimates have now been revised. 

2.2 The net migration target 
Under the 2010 Coalition Government, the Home Secretary announced 
a policy to reduce net migration “from the hundreds of thousands back 
down to the tens of thousands” by the end of the 2010 Parliament.14 
Following the 2015 General Election, then Prime Minister David 
Cameron said the new Conservative government still aimed to reduce 
net migration to this level. 15  

On 20 July 2016, Prime Minister Theresa May said she remained firm in 
her belief “that we need to bring net migration down to sustainable 
levels, and the Government believe that that means tens of 
thousands”.16 At the time of writing – July 2018 – it is still government 
policy to bring net migration down to below 100,000 people per year.17 

During the 2005 Parliament average annual net migration was around 
247,000 a year; so the Government would need to reduce net 
migration by around 150,000 from its level before the net migration 

 
 
                                                                                                 
14  HC Deb 23 Nov 2010 C169 
15  Prime Minister’s Office, PM speech on immigration, 21 May 2015 
16  HC Deb 20 Jul 2016 C826 
17  See, for example, written question HL7437 
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http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/migration1/long-term-international-migration/quality-of-long-term-international-migration-estimates-from-2001-to-2011/sty-quality-of-ltim.html
https://goo.gl/kWN3ix
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-speech-on-immigration
https://goo.gl/s8iHZD
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Lords/2018-04-30/HL7437/
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target was introduced to achieve net migration of less than 100,000. So 
how has net migration changed since 2010? 

 
Link to the ONS Migration Statistics Quarterly Report, August 2018 

LTIM estimates of net migration are produced quarterly, with detailed 
breakdowns of the figures produced for migration in each calendar 
year. The chart shows estimates of net migration in the years ending 
each quarter, from the year ending June 2006 to the year ending March 
2018.18 

Consistent estimates for years ending March and September are only 
available from 2012, which is why there are some gaps in the chart. It is 
important to understand that each of these migration estimates 
includes the preceding twelve months, so even though estimates 
are produced quarterly, each quarterly estimate shares data with the 
preceding and subsequent estimates. Only estimates in discrete twelve 
month periods are fully independent of one another. 

The periods within which migration is estimated do not correspond 
precisely to the dates of general elections. However, using the closest 
corresponding migration estimates (from the year ending June 2006 to 
the year ending June 2010), average annual net migration during the 
2005 Parliament was around 247,000 a year, reaching a high of 
287,000 in the year ending June 2007, and a low of 205,000 in the 
year ending June 2009. 

Net migration increased during the first year of the 2010 Parliament, 
reaching 263,000 in the year ending June 2011. Following this peak, 
net migration then fell over the next five quarters, reaching 154,000 in 
the year ending September 2012. This was the lowest estimate of net 
migration in any twelve month period since the year ending December 
1998. Compared with annual average net migration during the 2005 
Parliament, net migration fell by around 93,000. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
18  These are the revised estimates, as explained in Section 2.1 above. 
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/migrationstatisticsquarterlyreport/august2018
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Since then, net migration has risen again. It reached 336,000 in the year 
ending March 2015, and remained above 320,000 until the year ending 
September 2016 when it fell to 273,000. It should be noted that the 
ONS has stated that it may have under-estimated net migration 
between September 2016 and September 2017, however these are still 
the official figures (see Section 2.4). 

Net migration was 271,000 in the year to the end of March 2018 (the 
latest estimate at the time of writing). 

2.3 Historic migration estimates 
The LTIM series begins in 1991. Estimates of annual migration before 
this date are available from 1964, based on just the International 
Passenger Survey. International Passenger Survey (IPS) estimates are 
considered less robust than the LTIM estimates (which incorporate other 
sources of data), but the IPS is the principal source of data for the LTIM 
estimates and the ONS publishes a series based purely on IPS data that 
shows migration trends over a longer period. Note that this series does 
not reflect the revisions to net migration since the 2011 Census (see 
Section 2.1 above). 

The chart shows IPS estimates of long-term international migration from 
1964 to 2017. Between 1964 and 1983 the UK experienced a period of 
almost continuous net emigration, with net inward migration occurring 
only in 1979, when net migration was around 6,000. 

 
Link to quarterly report and LTIM data. 

There was no systematic attempt to measure the extent of international 
migration before the introduction of the IPS in 1964. Before then, the 
extent of international migration can only be loosely estimated from 
census data, by measuring the proportion of population change that is 
not attributable to recorded births and deaths. Specifically, the change 
in the population due to the difference between the number of births 
and deaths is subtracted from the total observed change in the 
population and the remainder is assumed to be due to migration. This 
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/migrationstatisticsquarterlyreport/july2018revisedfrommaycoveringtheperiodtodecember2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/tableofcontents
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figure is then averaged over the period between the two censuses to 
estimate average annual net migration. These estimates are therefore 
produced indirectly and should be treated with some caution. 

 
Link to LTIM data. ONS Abstract of statistics is not available online. 

During the first three decades of the twentieth century the UK 
experienced net emigration of around 80,000 a year. For the next three 
decades, from 1931 to 1961, the flow of migration turned inward, with 
average net immigration of around 19,000 a year. Net emigration 
returned between 1961 and 1981, but at lower levels than earlier in the 
century, averaging around 20,000 a year. After 1991, annual net 
migration began to increase, reaching levels of greater than 100,000 a 
year in the first decade of the twenty-first century, as recorded in the 
LTIM and IPS estimates. 

2.4 Adjustments to 2016 estimates 
In July 2018, the ONS released the latest LTIM estimates, at which point 
they also issued a caveat about the immigration and net migration 
estimates for 2016. 

ONS statisticians had noticed that the IPS data from September 2016 to 
September 2017 recorded a dip in non-EU migration for formal study. 
An examination of the Home Office data on study visas showed no such 
dip and the ONS concluded that the IPS result may have been an 
anomaly resulting from an inconsistency in sampling, relative to previous 
years.19 They state that 

“In carrying out the IPS assurance review we highlighted that the 
IPS is more susceptible to sampling variability for students as most 
students arrive at the start of the academic year creating a cluster 
effect. Depending on the shifts selected for the IPS sample, it may 

 
 
                                                                                                 
19 The ONS also used data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) to look 

for changes in student intake. 
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or may not include clusters of students and so the variability in the 
subsequent estimates may be increased.” 

In September 2016, different shifts were selected for conducting the 
survey and this may have resulted in fewer non-EU students being 
picked up in the sample. 

The July and August 2018 estimates therefore include an ‘illustrative 
adjustment’ but not a formal revision to the data. This adjustment is 
made by applying the year-on-year rate of change observed in Home 
Office visa data to the IPS figure for the previous year. What follows is 
the pattern shown in the chart below. 

 

The ONS encourages users to “look at the broader evidence and longer 
time series when using these data.”20 In practice and to avoid drawing 
spurious conclusions, it seems the safest course of action is to use the 
adjusted figures. 

However, adjusting the figures for non-EU student immigration also 
affects overall immigration and net migration, as shown in the chart 
below. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
20 ONS, Migration Statistics Quarterly Report: July 2018 
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On overall trends in migration, the ONS state: 

“Although the IPS shows an increase in net migration compared 
with the previous year, this is because of an unusual pattern for 
students in 2016 in the IPS, which was not seen in other sources 
and which our quality work suggests is an anomaly. Hence, our 
best assessment of net migration shows that it has fallen 
following record levels in 2015 and early 2016. It has been 
broadly stable since and similar to the level recorded in year 
ending September 2014.”21 

Throughout this briefing, the adjusted figure is shown wherever 
relevant, to remind the reader that changes around this time period may 
not be as large as the figures initially suggest. 

2.5 From which countries do people migrate 
to the UK? 

The origin of migrants coming to the UK is recorded in three different 
ways: by nationality, country of birth, and country of last residence. The 
first indicates the legal status of migrants, the second records their 
historical origins, while the third identifies the geographical sources of 
migration to the UK. The table below shows immigration to the UK in 
2016 (the latest year for which data are available), broken down by 
these categories. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
21 ONS, Migration Statistics Quarterly Report: July 2018 
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Note: See Background to table in Section 2.5 in the Appendix. Link to LTIM data.  

More recent data, for 2017, are available by nationality only. 
In 2017, 13% of people migrating to the UK were British nationals, 
38% were nationals of other EU countries, and 49% were nationals of 
non-EU countries. This means that approximately half of migrants 
entering the UK in 2016 were subject to immigration control. 

The charts below show trends in immigration and net migration by 
nationality from 1991 to 2017. The data in these charts does not reflect 
the revisions to net migration since the 2011 Census, so estimates of 
immigration and net migration of EU nationals in the period 2004 to 
2008 are likely to be underestimates (see Section 2.1 above).  

Nationality
Country of 

birth

Country of 
last 

residence Nationality
Country of 

birth

Country of 
last 

residence

United Kingdom 74 63 0 13% 11% 0%

European Union 249 239 273 42% 41% 46%
   EU15 132 123 160 22% 21% 27%
   EU8 48 46 46 8% 8% 8%
   EU Other 70 69 67 12% 12% 11%

Non EU 265 287 316 45% 49% 54%
   Other Europe 16 18 19 3% 3% 3%
   Asia 163 174 178 28% 30% 30%
   Rest of the World 85 94 119 14% 16% 20%

Total 589 589 589 100% 100% 100%

Source: ONS Long-Term International Migration Estimates 2 series (LTIM calendar year)

PercentageNumber

IMMIGRATION TO THE UK BY COUNTRY OF LAST RESIDENCE, COUNTRY OF BIRTH, 
AND NATIONALITY, 2016 (000s)

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/tableofcontents
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Note: Years ending each quarter. Sources: ONS Long-Term International Migration Estimates 2 
series (LTIM calendar year); ONS Migration Statistics Quarterly Report, August 2018 

Net inward migration of non-EU nationals fell during the first half of the 
last Parliament, as the criteria for obtaining student, family and work 
visas were tightened with the aim of reducing non-EU net migration. 

Net migration of non-EU nationals fell to 138,000 in the year ending 
September 2013, which was its lowest level since 1998. However, net 
migration of non-EU nationals began to increase after that, reaching 
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201,000 in the year ending June 2015, which was broadly the same 
level as at the start of the last Parliament, when net migration of non-
EU nationals was 196,000 in the year ending June 2010. Net migration 
of non-EU nationals in the year ending September 2017 was 216,000 
(note that there are adjustments to the figures from the previous year – 
see Section 2.4). 

Net migration of EU nationals was 87,000 in the year ending March 
2018, its lowest level since 82,000 in December 2012 and down from a 
peak of 189,000 in June 2016. Emigration of EU nationals was higher 
than emigration of British nationals for the third time ever, the first 
having been the quarter ending September 2017.  

2.6 Why do people migrate to the UK? 
The chart below shows ONS estimates of immigration broken down by 
main reason for immigration. 

 
Note: Years ending each quarter. Link to quarterly report and LTIM data. 

In the year ending March 2018, work was the most common main 
reason for immigration (41%), while formal study was the second most 
common main reason (31%).  The fall in work-related migration since 
June 2016 is accounted for by a fall in EU nationals migrating to look 
for work. 

Study was the most common main reason for immigration during the 
period 2009-12, and the reduction in the number of people migrating 
to the UK to study since then reflects a reduction in the number of Tier 
4 student visas issued to students from outside the EEA and 
Switzerland. 

The chart below shows longer-term visas issued by broad category in 
each year from 2005 to 2017. These are visas granted to nationals of 
countries outside the EEA and Switzerland that grant leave to remain in 
the UK for longer periods, for the purposes of work, study and family 
relationships. 
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Link to Home Office statistics. 

These figures exclude short-term visas such as visitor visas, transit visas, 
and other temporary visas. Similarly, the category for “study” excludes 
student visitor visas, which allow people to study in the UK on courses 
for up to eleven months, because people staying the UK for less than a 
year are not counted as migrants. 

The category for “family” covers cases where an individual has been 
granted a visa on the basis of their relationship to a person settled in the 
UK or a British citizen, while the category for “dependant joining or 
accompanying” covers cases where dependants have been granted a 
visa on the basis of their relationship with another migrant, who is not a 
settled person or British citizen. Each of the categories includes all 
people granted a visa in that category, whether a main applicant or a 
dependant. 

As the chart shows, the number of study visas granted has fallen since 
2009 as a result of changes to the Tier 4 study route introduced by the 
Coalition Government at the start of the last Parliament. The number of 
family visas granted has also fallen.22 

The chart shows visas in the work category broken down by the tiers of 
the points-based system (or their pre-PBS equivalent categories) from 
2005 to 2017. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
22  An overview of the immigration policies introduced during the 2010-15 Parliament 

aimed at reducing immigration and net migration can be found in the Commons 
Library briefing Immigration and asylum: changes made by the Coalition 
Government 2010 - 2015 
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Link to Home Office statistics. 

Tier 2 visas are the largest category of work visas, with around 94,000 
work visas granted to main applicants and dependants in Tier 2 in 2017. 
These are visas for sponsored skilled workers with a job offer. 

Tier 5 visas are the second largest category, with around 41,000 visas 
granted in 2017. These are visas for temporary workers. 

Tier 1 visas are for high skilled or high value migrants, including 
entrepreneurs, investors and migrants with exceptional talents in 
science, humanities, engineering, medicine, digital technology or the 
arts. By its nature this is the smallest category of work visas, with 
around 5,000 visas granted in 2017.23 

 
 
                                                                                                 
23  Further information on the categories of the points-based system can be found in 

the House of Commons briefing The UK's points-based system for immigration. 
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3. Migrants living in the UK 
There are fewer foreign nationals living in the UK than there are 
foreign-born people living in the UK. Between January 2017 and 
December 2017 there were approximately 6.2 million people with 
non-British nationality living in the UK and 9.4 million people 
who were born abroad. This difference is typical of countries with 
established migrant populations, as many long-term migrants acquire 
citizenship in their new home country over time.  

In 2017 there were slightly more migrants with nationality of an EU 
country (besides the UK) than there are people who were born in an EU 
country. This is a change from the previous year, when this pattern was 
observed only for EU8 countries. These figures could suggest a rise in 
people acquiring the nationality of another EU country while continuing 
to live in the UK. 

There are many more people in the UK who were born in a non-EU 
country (5.7 million) than there are nationals of non-EU countries (2.4 
million). 

The UK’s migrant population is concentrated in London. Around 36% 
of people living in the UK who were born abroad live in the capital city. 
Similarly, around 38% of people living in London were born outside the 
UK, compared with 16% for the UK as a whole. 

After London, the English regions with the highest proportions of their 
population born abroad were the West Midlands (13.7%), the South 
East (13.6%), and the East Midlands (12.9%). In each of these regions 
the proportion of people born abroad was lower than for England as a 
whole (15.7%), which is skewed by London.  

Of all the nations and regions of the UK, the North East had the lowest 
proportion of its population born abroad (6.2%), followed by Wales 
(6.3%), Northern Ireland (7.4%), and Scotland (9.0%). 

 

Nation/Region British EU14 EU8 EU28 Non EU British 4EU15 EU8 EU28 Non EU

England 49,340 1,544 1,359 3,407 2,167 91% 3% 2% 6% 4%
   North East 2,506 20 24 53 52 96% 1% 1% 2% 2%
   North West 6,664 117 131 274 196 94% 2% 2% 4% 3%
   Yorkshire & Humbs 5,000 57 147 235 139 93% 1% 3% 4% 3%
   East Midlands 4,244 92 164 290 138 91% 2% 4% 6% 3%
   West Midlands 5,239 120 144 308 203 92% 2% 3% 5% 4%
   East 5,595 124 153 335 172 92% 2% 3% 6% 3%
   London 6,773 681 322 1,221 888 77% 8% 4% 14% 10%
   South East 8,203 239 180 476 269 92% 3% 2% 5% 3%
   South West 5,117 95 94 216 111 95% 2% 2% 4% 2%
Wales 2,945 33 38 79 56 96% 1% 1% 3% 2%
Scotland 4,933 92 128 235 142 93% 2% 2% 4% 3%
Northern Ireland 1,727 32 57 92 32 94% 2% 3% 5% 2%

United Kingdom 58,946 1,700 1,583 3,813 2,397 91% 3% 2% 6% 4%

PercentageNumber

ESTIMATED RESIDENT POPULATION IN THE UK BY NATIONALITY, JANUARY 2017 TO 
DECEMBER 2017 (000s)
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Note: Figures may not sum due to independent rounding. See ‘Background to Tables in Section 3’ 
in the Appendix. Source: ONS Population by Country of Birth and Nationality 2017 
  

Nation/Region UK EU15 EU8 EU28 Non EU UK EU15 EU8 EU28 Non EU

England 46,342 1,499 1,245 3,286 5,289 85% 3% 2% 6% 10%
   North East 2,450 26 23 60 101 94% 1% 1% 2% 4%
   North West 6,456 127 121 276 401 91% 2% 2% 4% 6%
   Yorkshire & Humbs 4,839 70 132 236 299 90% 1% 2% 4% 6%
   East Midlands 4,072 89 149 273 326 88% 2% 3% 6% 7%
   West Midlands 4,965 116 129 292 492 87% 2% 2% 5% 9%
   East 5,361 134 139 331 410 89% 2% 2% 5% 7%
   London 5,529 542 301 1,066 2,288 63% 6% 3% 12% 26%
   South East 7,736 273 166 509 702 87% 3% 2% 6% 8%
   South West 4,934 122 85 243 270 91% 2% 2% 4% 5%
Wales 2,887 44 36 90 103 94% 1% 1% 3% 3%
Scotland 4,834 107 113 239 238 91% 2% 2% 5% 4%
Northern Ireland 1,714 36 51 90 47 93% 2% 3% 5% 3%

United Kingdom 55,777 1,686 1,444 3,705 5,677 86% 3% 2% 6% 9%

%000s

ESTIMATED RESIDENT POPULATION IN THE UK BY COUNTRY OF BIRTH, JANUARY 2017 TO 
DECEMBER 2017 (000s)

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/populationoftheunitedkingdombycountryofbirthandnationality
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4. Migration to and from EU 
countries 

Data that allow for international comparisons of migration flows in 
European Union countries are available from the European statistics 
agency, Eurostat. Each country in the EU has its own way of recording 
and measuring migration flows depending on its administrative 
arrangements. EU countries have applied a common statistical definition 
to measures of migration since 2008.24 However, because of differences 
in recording practices, not all countries are able to comply with this 
definition in all of their statistics, so some caution is warranted in using 
this data to make comparisons between countries, especially where 
differences are small or where national methodologies significantly 
depart from the common EU definition.25 

 
Link to source. 

The United Kingdom is among the EU countries with the largest inflows 
of foreign nationals, but it is not unique. In 2016, the EU countries with 
the largest inflows of foreign nationals were Germany (919,000), the 
UK (515,000), Spain (352,000) and Italy (263,000). 

In terms of net migration (those arriving minus those leaving) the 
countries with the largest net inflows of foreign nationals were 
Germany (611,000), the UK (308,000), Italy (220,000) and France 

 
 
                                                                                                 
24  Since 2008, the collection of data on migration in EU countries has been based on 

EU Regulation 0862/2007. This defines a core set of statistics on international 
migration flows, foreign population stocks, the acquisition of citizenship, asylum and 
measures against illegal entry and stay. Although Member States are able to 
continue to use any appropriate data according to national availability and practice, 
the statistics collected under the Regulation must be based on common definitions 
and concepts. 

25  Details of exactly how migration statistics are compiled in each EU country and the 
extent to which they comply with Regulation 0862/2007 are available in the Eurostat 
metadata and can be accessed through the Eurostat online database. 
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IMMIGRATION OF FOREIGN NATIONALS, EU COUNTRIES, 2016 (000s)

Source: Eurostat, Immigration by sex, age group and citizenship 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32007R0862:EN:NOT
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/migr_immi_esms.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/migr_immi_esms.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/metadata
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(191,000). The UK is one of six EU countries with net inward migration 
of foreign nationals in the hundreds of thousands. 

 
Links to sources: migr_imm1ctz and migr_emi1ctz 

Germany has experienced rising levels of inward migration of foreign 
nationals in recent years. In 2009, immigration of foreign nationals in 
Germany was around 267,000, while net migration of foreign nationals 
was around 101,000. By 2015, immigration of foreign nationals had 
increased to 1.46 million, with net migration of foreign nationals rising 
to 1.22 million. It fell in 2016 to immigration of 919,000 and net 
migration of 611, half of the previous year’s figure. 
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NET MIGRATION OF FOREIGN NATIONALS, EU COUNTRIES, 2016 (000s)

Source: Eurostat, Immigration by sex, age group and citizenship[migr_imm1ctz] and Emigration by sex, age group and citizenship 
[migr_emi1ctz]
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5. Migrants living in EU countries 
The table below shows Eurostat estimates of the number foreign 
national and foreign born migrants living in EU28 countries on 
1 January 2017. The figures are presented both as counts and as a 
percentage of each country’s total population.26 

 
Link to sources: migr_pop1ctz and migr_pop3ctb 

The EU countries with the largest number of foreign national residents 
in January 2015 were Germany (9.2 million), the UK (6.0 million), Italy 
(5.0 million), Spain (4.4 million), and France (4.6 million). 

The countries with largest number of foreign born residents were 
Germany (12.1 million), the UK (9.3 million), France (8.2 million), Spain 
(6.0 million), and Italy (6.0 million). 

 
 
                                                                                                 
26  Note that these are estimates of the size of each country’s migrant population on 1 

Jan 2017, so the estimates given here for the UK differs slightly from those provided 
in Section 3. 

Number

As % of 
population Number

As % of 
population Total

Austria 1,342 15% 1,649 19% 8,773
Belgium 1,354 12% 1,877 17% 11,352
Bulgaria 85 1% 145 2% 7,102
Croatia 48 1% 540 13% 4,154
Cyprus 148 17% 174 20% 855
Czech Republic 511 5% 465 4% 10,579
Denmark 485 8% 668 12% 5,749
Estonia 196 15% 193 15% 1,316
Finland 244 4% 349 6% 5,503
France 4,639 7% 8,156 12% 66,989
Germany 9,220 11% 12,105 15% 82,522
Greece 810 8% 1,251 12% 10,768
Hungary 151 2% 514 5% 9,798
Ireland 565 12% 796 17% 4,784
Italy 5,047 8% 6,054 10% 60,589
Latvia 279 14% 251 13% 1,950
Lithuania 20 1% 127 4% 2,848
Luxembourg 281 48% 270 46% 591
Malta 54 12% 70 15% 460
Netherlands 972 6% 2,137 13% 17,082
Poland 216 1% 652 2% 37,973
Portugal 398 4% 876 8% 10,310
Romania 115 1% 422 2% 19,644
Slovakia 70 1% 186 3% 5,435
Slovenia 114 6% 245 12% 2,066
Spain 4,420 9% 6,025 13% 46,528
Sweden 852 9% 1,783 18% 9,995
United Kingdom 6,090 9% 9,294 14% 65,809

Source: Eurostat, migr_pop1ctz and migr_pop3ctb

FOREIGN BORNFOREIGN NATIONAL

FOREIGN-NATIONAL AND FOREIGN-BORN POPULATIONS OF EU 
COUNTRIES, AS AT 1 JANUARY 2017 (000s)

Notes: Estimates are as at 1 Jan 2017. Figures for the UK  therefore differ slightly from ONS 
figures which are an average for the whole of 2017.

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
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The countries with the smallest foreign national population were 
Lithuania (20,000), Croatia (48,000), and Malta (54,000); while the 
countries with the smallest foreign born populations were Malta 
(69,000), Lithuania (127,000), and Bulgaria (145,000). 

When measured as a proportion of the total population, foreign 
nationals were 9.3% of the UK population, which places the UK 11th 
among the 28 EU countries on this measure. Foreign born people were 
14.1% of the UK population, which places the UK 10th among EU 
countries on this measure. 

The countries with the largest number of foreign nationals as a 
proportion of the population were Luxembourg (47.7%), Cyprus 
(17.3%), Austria (15.3%), and Estonia (14.9%). Those with the smallest 
proportion of foreign nationals were Poland (0.6%), Romania (0.6%), 
Lithuania (0.7%), Croatia (1.2%), and Bulgaria (1.2%). 

The countries with the largest number of foreign born residents as a 
proportion of the population were Luxembourg (45.7%), Cyprus 
(20.3%), Austria (18.8%), Sweden (17.8%) and Ireland (16.6%). Those 
with the smallest proportion were Poland (1.7%), Bulgaria (2.0%), 
Romania (2.1%), and Slovakia (3.4%). 
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FOREIGN NATIONALS AS A % OF THE POPULATION, EU28 COUNTRIES, 1 JAN 2017

Notes: Estimates are as at 1 Jan 2017. Figures for the UK  therefore differ slightly from ONS figures which are an average 
for the whole of 2017. 
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6. Migration between the UK and 
other EU countries 

How many EU migrants are living in the UK, and how does this compare 
with the number of British migrants living in other EU countries? 

The available data suggests that in 2017 there were around 785,000 
British nationals living in other EU countries excluding Ireland, while 
there were around 3.8 million EU nationals living in the UK.27 

6.1 How many EU migrants live in the UK? 
2011 Census estimates 
The most accurate source of data on the UK population is the decennial 
Census. The most recent Census results showed that in March 2011 
there were 2.68 million people born in other EU countries living in the 
UK.28 This estimate covers all countries that were EU member states in 
2011, so it does not include a small number of people born in Croatia, 
which joined the EU in July 2013. 

It is important to understand that in this context “living in the UK” 
means the usually resident population of the UK, which are those 
people who on Census day were in the UK and had stayed or intended 
to stay for twelve months or more, or who had a UK address but were 
living abroad for less than twelve months. 

In measuring the migrant population, the Census asked people about 
their country of birth and not their nationality. The Census 
questionnaires in England, Wales and Northern Ireland did ask 
respondents about passports they held, and this can be used as a proxy 
for nationality, but the question on passports was not asked in Scotland. 

Labour Force Survey estimates 
The most recent estimates of the EU migrant population of the UK are 
available from the Labour Force Survey, and are published in an ONS 
annual statistical release on ‘Population by Country of Birth and 
Nationality’. According to these figures, in 2017 there were around 
3.71 million people born in other EU countries living in the UK, and 
around 3.57 million people who were nationals of other EU countries 
living in the UK.29 

The chart shows the estimated number of EU nationals living in the UK 
in 2017 broken down by nationality. The EU countries with the largest 

 
 
                                                                                                 
27  The ONS has a different method of estimating the British population in Ireland, since 

migration between the two countries is complex, and the latest estimate is given in 
section 6.2. 

28  ONS, 2011 Census, Key Statistics and Quick Statistics for local authorities in the 
United Kingdom - Part 1, Table QS203UK 

29  ONS, Population by Country of Birth and Nationality, 2017, Tables 1.1 and 2.1 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census/key-statistics-and-quick-statistics-for-local-authorities-in-the-united-kingdom---part-1/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census/key-statistics-and-quick-statistics-for-local-authorities-in-the-united-kingdom---part-1/index.html
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/ukpopulationbycountryofbirthandnationality/2017
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number of nationals living in the UK were Poland (1,021,000), Ireland 
(411,000), Romania (350,000), Italy (297,000), and Portugal (235,000). 

 
Link to source. 

These estimates are based on the quarterly Labour Force Survey (LFS) 
and its annualised equivalent, the Annual Population Survey (APS). 
These surveys are designed to represent the usually resident household 
population of the UK, excluding some people in communal 
establishments, such as hostels and institutions. 

One feature of the LFS is that respondents do not need to be usually 
resident at the time they complete the survey. However, the sample is 
weighted to represent just the usually resident population. In that sense 
LFS estimates do not reflect short-term migration. 

6.2 Where do EU nationals live in the UK? 
The chart shows the estimated number of EU nationals living in each 
country and region of the UK in 2017. Around a third (32%) of EU 
nationals living in the UK were living in London, which was around 
1.2 million people. 

Outside London, the three regions with the largest EU national 
populations were the South East (476,000), the East of England 
(335,000), and the West Midlands (308,000) 

The countries and regions of the UK with the smallest EU national 
populations were the North East (53,000), Wales (79,000) and Northern 
Ireland (92,000). 
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Source: ONS, ONS Population by country of birth and nationality, 2017: Tables C-D 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/ukpopulationbycountryofbirthandnationality/2017
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Link to source. 

6.3 What do EU migrants do for a living? 
Data from the LFS can be used to generate a picture of the economic 
activity of EU migrants in the UK. In the first quarter of 2018, the LFS 
data indicate that 54% of EU nationals in the UK were employees, 
which is higher than the figure for British nationals in the UK (42%). EU 
migrants were also more likely to be self-employed (10%) than British 
nationals (7%). 

The table shows the full breakdown for the population, as estimated 
using the LFS. Note that the estimated population size is different to 
that estimated in the ONS’s ‘Population by Country of Birth and 
Nationality’ because it covers a different time period. 
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EU NATIONALS BY COUNTRY AND REGION OF THE UK, 2017 (000s)

Source: ONS, Population by Country of Birth and Nationality, 2017, Table 2.1

BASIC ECONOMIC ACTIVITY OF EU CITIZENS IN THE UK (000s)
Q1 2018
Basic economic activity Estimate % Estimate %
Employee 1,972          54% 27,370        42%
Self-employed 349             10% 4,739          7%
Government employment & training 1                  0% 58               0%
Unpaid family worker 8                  0% 109             0%
ILO unemployed(b) 91               2% 1,417          2%
Inactive, seeking work 17               0% 297             0%
Inactive, not seeking, would like work 81               2% 1,817          3%
Inactive, not seeking, would not like wo 489             13% 17,161        26%
Under 16 652             18% 12,505        19%

Total 3,661          100% 65,473        100%

Source: ONS Labour Force Survey , Q1 2018: variable INECAC05

UK populationEU citizens in the UK

Notes: a) EU citizens does not include UK citizens. 
b) An individuals is classified as 'ILO unemployed' if they are aged 16 or over and they haven’t met the 
criteria for Employee, Self-employed, Government Employment & training scheme or unpaid family worker 
categories AND they can start work within the next two weeks AND any of the following is true: i) they were 
looking for paid work in last four weeks, ii) they were looking for a place on a Government scheme in the last 
four weeks, iii) they are temporary away from paid work as they are waiting to take up new job/business 
already obtained iv) they are waiting to take up job. (LFS User Guide Volume 4)

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/ukpopulationbycountryofbirthandnationality/2017
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In which industries do EU nationals work? 
The table below shows estimates of the number of EU migrants 
employed in the UK by the industry sector of their main job. These 
estimates are taken from the quarterly Labour Force Survey for Q1 
2018. 

 

In this quarter there were an estimated 2.3 million EU nationals working 
in the UK. Of these, around 329,000 were working in wholesale, retail, 
or repair of vehicles, 318,000 were working in manufacturing, 233,000 
were working in health and social work, 229,000 were working in 
accommodation and food services, and 203,000 were working in 
construction. 

6.4 How many British migrants live in other 
EU countries? 

Office for National Statistics estimates 
In response to rising interest in migration between the UK and the EU, 
the ONS in 2017 began to publish newly compiled estimates of the 
number of British nationals living in other EU countries.  

SECTOR OF EMPLOYMENT, EU CITIZENS IN THE UK (000s)
Q1 2018
Sector

Wholesale, retail, repair of vehicles 329             4,261          
Manufacturing 318             2,918          
Health and social work 233             4,262          
Accommodation and food services 229             1,717          
Construction 203             2,330          
Prof, scientific, technical activ. 166             2,374          
Education 155             3,236          
Transport and storage 151             1,568          
Admin and support services 136             1,556          
Information and communication 109             1,317          
Financial and insurance activities 77               1,260          
Other service activities 57               917             
Public admin and defence 49               2,092          
Arts, entertainment and recreation 28               857             
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 22               352             
Real estate activities 14               372             
Water supply, sewerage, waste 14               250             
Households as employers 13               60               
Mining and quarrying 7                  141             
Electricity, gas, air cond supply 6                  197             
Extraterritorial organisations 5                  52               

Total 2,330          100% 32,248        100%

Source: ONS Labour Force Survey , Q1 2018: variable INDS07M
Note: EU citizens does not include UK citizens. Main sector is shown, although individuals may work in 
multiple sectors.

EU citizens in the UK UK population
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It estimated that in 2011, there were around 890,000 British 
nationals living in other EU countries in 2011, and around 1.14 million 
people born in the UK living in other EU countries in 2011.30 

These figures are based on the 2010 to 2011 round of censuses in 
Europe and other data from European statistical offices. 

In April 2018, the ONS produced updated estimates using Eurostat’s 
European Labour Force Survey (ELFS).  

These estimates do not include Ireland, which was excluded because  

“…citizenship is not a suitable definition and so the data would 
not be comparable. Irish and British citizenships are complex. 
There are many dual nationals and there are further, unknown, 
numbers of those who have rights to citizenship in both countries 
but have not yet exercised one of them. There have also been 
increases in applications for Irish citizenship of which it is not yet 
possible to take account in the available data.” 31 

These figures show that in 2017, 785,000 British nationals were 
living in other EU countries excluding Ireland.32 In a separate 
publication, the ONS estimated that there were 277,200 people born in 
the UK and resident in Ireland in 2016.33 These data are presented on 
the chart below. 

 
Notes: For Greece there are no 2017 ELFS data, so 2016 ELFS data have been used. For Malta and 
Cyprus, census data from 2011 have been used. Link to the ONS data. 

Spain had the highest number of British nationals (293,500), followed 
by France (152,900), Germany (96,500), and the Netherlands (45,300). 
The ONS has not yet estimated the number of British nationals in Ireland 
although the number of British-born people living in Ireland (277,200) 
position it in second place among EU countries. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
30  ONS, What information is there on British migrants living in Europe?: Jan 2017 
31  ONS, Living abroad: dynamics of migration between the UK and Ireland 
32  ONS, Living abroad: British residents living in the EU: April 2018 
33  ONS, Living abroad: dynamics of migration between the UK and Ireland 
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BRITISH CITIZENS LIVING IN OTHER EU28 COUNTRIES, 2017 (000s)

Source: ONS Number of British citizens resident in EU countries 2017; ONS Living abroad: dynamics of 
migration between the UK and Ireland

Shows British-born 
living in Ireland, rather 
than British citizens.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/livingabroad/april2018
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/whatinformationisthereonbritishmigrantslivingineurope/jan2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/livingabroad/2017-09-21
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/livingabroad/april2018
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/livingabroad/2017-09-21
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United Nations estimates for 2017 
An alternative source of estimates for the number of British migrants 
living in other EU countries is the United Nations Global Migration 
Database. According to this data, there were an estimated 1.27 million 
British migrants living in other EU countries in 2017.34 

The United Nations dataset is based on estimates from national 
censuses and population surveys, which have been rolled forward to 
account for population growth among migrant stocks in years since the 
last available data. This is supplemented with information from 
population registers and nationally representative surveys. 

One issue with the United Nations dataset is that, because different 
countries use different definitions of the migrant population in their 
official statistics, aggregating figures for migrants in different countries 
necessarily involves combining some figures that are not strictly 
comparable, mixing estimates based on country of birth with estimates 
based on nationality. 

The ONS has pointed out that this approach may lead to an estimate of 
the number of British migrants living in other EU countries that is not an 
accurate reflection of the number of British nationals living in those 
countries, because the United Nations uses data on country of birth 
rather than nationality for 25 of the 27 other EU countries.  

 
Notes: Figures for British migrants living in Belgium and Czech Republic refer to British nationals, 
while figures for all other EU28 countries refer to people born in the UK. 

The chart shows United Nations estimates of the number of British 
migrants living in other EU28 countries in 2017. The EU countries with 
the largest British migrant populations were Spain (309,000), Ireland 
(278,000), France (188,000), Germany (104,000), and Italy (72,000). 
Three quarters (75%) of British migrants living in other EU countries 
were living in these top five countries. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
34  United Nations Global Migration Database, International migrant stock by 

destination and origin 
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BRITISH MIGRANTS LIVING IN OTHER EU28 COUNTRIES (000s)

Source: United Nations Global Migration Database, Trends in International Migrant Stock: 
Migrants by Destination and Origin, 2017

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates17.shtml
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates17.shtml
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7. Students in migration statistics 

7.1 Are students included in official 
estimates of net migration? 

Under the United Nations definition, a long-term international migrant 
is someone who changes their country of usual residence for a period of 
at least one year. In the UK, estimates of long-term international 
migration are based on what respondents to the International Passenger 
Survey (IPS) say is their intended length of stay in the UK or abroad. 

So students who come to the UK to study on courses lasting longer 
than one year are included in official estimates of net migration, while 
students studying on courses that are shorter than one year are typically 
not included, unless they expect to remain in the UK for other reasons. 

Students who would not typically be counted in estimates of net 
migration include those who come to the UK on short-term study visas, 
which allow adult nationals of countries outside the European Economic 
Area (EEA) and Switzerland to visit the UK for up to six months for short 
courses or academic research, or up to eleven months for English 
language courses.35  People coming to the UK on these short-term study 
visas are only counted as long-term international migrants in official 
migration estimates if their intended length of stay in the UK is longer 
than one year. 

7.2 Could students be excluded from 
estimates of net migration? 

Strictly speaking, students cannot be removed from estimates of net 
migration because the figure that results from excluding students is not 
net migration. Net migration is an objective demographic quantity, 
which represents the change in the population that is explained by 
migration. 

The change in the size of a population over a given period is made up of 
two principal components: 

• Natural change: the number of births minus the number of 
deaths 
 

• Net migration: the number of immigrants minus the number of 
emigrants 

Population change in a given period is equal to natural change plus net 
migration during that period.36 

Because population estimates are produced annually, it makes sense to 
define migrants as people who change their country of usual residence 
for a period of at least one year, because that means people are 

 
 
                                                                                                 
35  Home Office, Short-term study visas 
36  Statistical adjustments may also be included as a third component for reconciliation. 

https://www.gov.uk/study-visit-visa/overview
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counted as members of the resident population of a country for the 
same number of years that they are usually resident in that country. 

Removing specific groups from this time-based definition of migration 
breaks the mathematical relationships that underpin the population 
estimates and produces a figure that is not equal to net migration in the 
demographic sense. 

7.3 Should students be included in the net 
migration target? 

In November 2010, then Home Secretary, Theresa May made an explicit 
commitment to “reduce net migration from the hundreds of thousands 
back down to the tens of thousands”.37 Since then there has been a 
debate about whether students should be included within that target. 

The chart in Section 2.6 shows estimates of immigration to the UK by 
main reason for migration from 1991 to 2017. As that chart shows 
“formal study” was the most common main reason for immigration 
during the period 2009-12. The reduction in the number of people 
migrating to the UK to study since then reflects a reduction in the 
number of Tier 4 student visas issued to students from outside the EEA 
and Switzerland. 

In the year ending March 2018, around 614,000 people migrated into 
the UK. Of these, around 191,000 (31%) migrated mainly for formal 
study. Students are therefore still a large component of immigration, 
even though the number of people migrating mainly for work is now 
larger. 

Those who argue that students should be removed from the net 
migration target point out that while students are around a quarter of 
immigration, the public does not tend to think of students as 
migrants.38 

Conversely, those who argue that students should be included in the 
net migration target stress that it only makes sense to discount student 
migration in so far as students return to their home countries after 
completing their studies, and if everyone who migrated to the UK to 
study left the UK at the end of their studies, the contribution of these 
migrants to net migration would be zero over the long term. 

  

 
 
                                                                                                 
37  Home Secretary, HC Deb, 23 November 2010, col 169 
38  See “Thinking Behind the Numbers: Understanding Public Opinion on Immigration in 

Britain”, Oxford Migration Observatory, 16 October 2011 

http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/reports/thinking-behind-the-numbers-understanding-public-opinion-on-immigration-in-britain/
http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/reports/thinking-behind-the-numbers-understanding-public-opinion-on-immigration-in-britain/
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7.4 How much do international students 
contribute to net migration? 

The International Passenger Survey, which is the principal source of data 
used to produce the long-term international migration estimates, has 
asked migrants about their main reason for migration since 1991. 

However, as a person who migrates to the UK in order to study may 
leave in order to work, or to join their family, it is not possible to 
estimate net migration of students using just this data. 

In 2012, the ONS added a question to the IPS asking all emigrants who 
were former immigrants their main reason for coming to the UK when 
they originally immigrated. 

In principle, this makes it possible to estimate the net migration of 
people who come to the UK mainly to study. However, the estimates of 
emigration by former student immigrants are experimental, and the 
ONS advises against using them to calculate net migration of 
international students.39 

The chart and table below show the currently available data on the 
immigration and emigration of people who come to the UK to study. 
These figures are estimated directly from the International Passenger 
Survey and differ slightly from the figures shown in Section 2.6 as they 
have not been adjusted in light of other sources. 

It is not possible to estimate the percentage of students who remain in 
the UK after completing their studies from this data, as the data on 
outflows relates to inflows in a different period. 

 
 

 
 
                                                                                                 
39  ONS, What's happening with international student migration?, 24 August 2017 
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Link to dataset. Note: these are designated as experimental statistics. 

But comparing the inflows and outflows of people migrating to the UK 
to study during the period for which data are available suggests that the 
number of emigrants who originally migrated to the UK in order to 
study was less than half the number of immigrants coming to study 
during the same period. 

However, in August 2017 the Home Office published its first analysis of 
data from a new system of exit checks which was introduced in April 
2015. This analysis focussed on the departure of international students 
from non-EU countries, who require a visa to study in the UK. 40 

The exit checks data showed that the proportion of international 
student migrants from non-EU countries that left the UK after 
completing their studies was higher than the IPS implied. 

According to an ONS analysis of the exit checks data: 

• Exit checks data showed that 95% of the international students 
who immigrated on a long-term visa (12 months or more) either 
left before the expiry of their visa (69% of the total) or extended 
their visa to remain in the UK for further study or work (26% of 
the total). The remainder have no identified record of departure or 
extension or appeared to depart after their visa had expired. 

• Exit checks data following up non-EU former students who 
departed in 2015 and 2016 indicated that 77% emigrated long-
term after their studies (didn’t return within 12 months); 15% 
returned on a short-term visit visa and departed again within 12 
months; and 6% returned on a long-term visa (12 months or 
more) for work or other reasons.41 

On the basis of this analysis, the ONS concluded: 

We now know that there is strong evidence to suggest that the 
International Passenger Survey (IPS) is likely to underestimate 

 
 
                                                                                                 
40  Home Office, Second report on statistics being collected under the exit checks 

programme, 24 August 2017 
41  ONS, What's happening with international student migration?, 24 August 2017 

Year British EU Non-EU Total British EU Non-EU Total
2012 8 28 139 175 3 15 49 67
2013 9 40 122 171 4 18 50 72
2014 5 48 134 187 2 19 44 65
2015 9 36 112 157 4 15 43 61
2016 7 32 92 132 2 21 40 63
2017 5 56 128 189 1 18 40 59

Notes: 1. Figures since March 2016 are provisional.

Source: ONS, Migration Statistics Quarterly Report, July 2018, Tables 3 and 4

NET MIGRATION OF PEOPLE MIGRATING TO THE UK TO STUDY, YE DEC 
2012- YE DEC 2017 (000s)

Emigration by former immigrants 
whose main reason for immigration 

was formal study

Immigration by people whose main 
reason for migration was formal 

study

2. The figures on emigration by former reason for immigration are labelled as 'experimental statistics'.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/migrationstatisticsquarterlyreportprovisionallongterminternationalmigrationltimestimates
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/second-report-on-statistics-being-collected-under-the-exit-checks-programme
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/second-report-on-statistics-being-collected-under-the-exit-checks-programme
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/whatshappeningwithinternationalstudentmigration/2017-08-24
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student emigration, therefore any attempt to estimate the 
contribution that students make to net migration is likely to be an 
overestimate. There is evidence to suggest that for this particular 
group of immigrants, their intentions (as stated to the IPS) don’t 
accurately reflect their actual migration patterns.42 

ONS said that while this research provides evidence that the IPS 
underestimates student emigration, it does not provide evidence to 
suggest these findings affect total net migration figures. 

The ONS investigated why IPS estimates of emigration by former 
student immigrants may not properly capture emigration of 
international students. 

In order for an IPS respondent who is leaving the UK to be counted as 
an emigrant who previously immigrated to study, they must: 

• Have previously immigrated to study 
• Have lived in the UK for twelve months or more 
• Be leaving the UK for twelve months or more 

The ONS identified three reasons why someone meeting these criteria 
may not be properly recorded as such by the IPS: 

1 Students may be likely to overstate their intentions to return to 
the UK compared with actual behaviour. 

2 When departing, students may say that they have been in the UK 
for a shorter time than they actually have. 

3 Emigrating former students may state a different reason for 
previously immigrating to the UK.43 

The ONS said it is undertaking further research to better understand 
student migration, and is looking at what administrative sources of data 
may be linked to provide further information on what students do after 
their studies. 

Note also that in 2016, the ONS estimates of non-EU migration were 
lower than expected, which the ONS attributed to a sampling anomaly 
(see Section 2.4).  

 
 
                                                                                                 
42  Ibid. 
43  Ibid. 
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8. Appendix 

8.1 Background to table in Section 2.5 
In this table, estimates for the European Union do not include the UK, 
which is listed separately.  

• The EU15 consists of Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, 
Germany, Greece, the Irish Republic, Italy, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain and Sweden. 
 

• The EU8 consists of the Eastern European countries that joined 
the EU in 2004: Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. 
 

• EU Other consists of Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Malta, and 
Romania. 
 

• The EU25 consists of the EU15 and EU8 groupings, plus Malta 
and Cyprus. 
 

• The EU27 consists of the EU25 plus Bulgaria and Romania. 
 

• The EU28 consists of the EU27 plus Croatia. 

A complete list of countries in each of the non-EU categories can be 
found in the ONS release on country groupings used in the International 
Passenger Survey.44 

8.2 Background to tables in Section 3 
The estimates in these tables are based on the Annual Population Survey 
(APS) which combines data from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) with 
various sample boosts. It should be noted that the LFS: 

• Excludes students in halls who do not have a UK resident parent. 
 

• Excludes people in most other types of communal establishments 
(e.g. hotels, boarding houses, hostels, mobile home sites, etc.) 
 

• Is grossed to population estimates of those living in private 
households that only include migrants staying for 12 months or 
more. An adjustment is made for those who live in some NHS 
accommodation and halls of residence whose parents live in the 
UK. For this reason the sum of those born in the UK and outside 
the UK may not agree with the published population estimate. 
 

• Records nationality only once. Where a respondent has dual 
nationality, the first-stated nationality is recorded. 

 
 
                                                                                                 
44  ONS, International Passenger Survey 3.25, country of birth - current and old country 

groupings, UK 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/internationalpassengersurveycountryofbirthcurrentandnewcountrygroupingstable325
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/internationalpassengersurveycountryofbirthcurrentandnewcountrygroupingstable325
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The LFS weighting does not adjust for non-response bias by nationality 
or country of birth, which means it does not assume people are more or 
less likely to participate in the survey depending on their nationality or 
country of birth. 

In Table 2, the category for UK nationals consists of just British 
nationals, apart from in Northern Ireland where it consists of British and 
Irish nationals. People born in Northern Ireland have the right to British 
and/or Irish nationality. Therefore in this nationality table, British and 
Irish nationalities have been combined for Northern Ireland, and this 
estimate has been placed in the British column. 

Estimates for the European Union do not include those of British 
nationality, who are shown separately in the tables. European Union 
estimates are shown for the EU15, the EU27, and the EU8.45 

 

 

  

 
 
                                                                                                 
45  For a full explanation of these geographies, see Background to tables in Section 2.5 

above. 
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