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Impact of immigration on UK population growth
 

Summary

1. The population of the UK rose by a total of 6.6 million between 2001 and 2016. The latest research 

shows that just over 80% of this increase was due to immigration - that is to say new immigrants and 

their UK-born children.

Introduction

2. With respect to estimating the impact of immigration on population growth, the ONS annual mid-year 

population estimates state the proportion of annual growth due to net migration and to natural increase 

(that is, the excess of births over deaths). However, they do not go further and attempt to attribute a 

proportion of the natural increase to immigrants. 

3. The ONS also make an estimate of the impact of immigration and natural growth on future population 

growth in their biennial population projections. The latest one is based on 2016. As it happens, the ONS 

high migration assumption matches closely the average annual net inflow over the past ten years (about 

250,000 per year). Projecting the impact of immigration forward from the year 2016 to 2041 gives a 

figure of about 82% of the projected population increase of nearly ten million between 2016 and 2041 

being due to immigration, both directly and indirectly (that is, from the natural increase of post-2016 

immigrants). This result, however, is dependent on the assumptions made rather than a calculation of 

what has actually happened.

4. To estimate the latter, Migration Watch UK has expanded the ONS calculation of the immigration 

contribution to past population growth to take into account the contribution to annual population 

growth made by the annual births of children of immigrants. We have also introduced an adjustment to 

take into account the annual deaths of immigrants in the UK and the annual deaths of the children of 

immigrants who were born in the UK.
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Findings

5. High immigration since the early years of this century has taken UK population growth to record levels 

(see figure 1 below).

Figure 1: UK population 1901-2017. Source of data: ONS.

6. The direct contribution of immigration is relatively easy to calculate – it is the total of net migration 

each year, minus the total number of immigrants who died in the UK in that year. 

7.  However, there is also a second component, namely children born each year to immigrant parents 

after their arrival in the UK. From these should be subtracted the number of deaths in the UK each 

year to the children who were born in the UK to immigrant parents. This is the indirect contribution of 

immigration. (Countries with population registers, such as The Netherlands, can determine exactly the 

size of this immigrant-descended population and hence the population of ‘immigrant background’ as it is 

termed.)

8.  From the 1970s until the mid-1990s, about 12% of births in England and Wales each year were to 

mothers born outside the UK (irrespective of citizenship), about 7% in Scotland and fewer in Northern 

Ireland. Since the late 1990s that proportion has more than doubled as a result of the great surge 

in immigration following policy changes after 1997 when Labour returned to power. It continues to 

increase each year. In 2016, 29% of births in England and Wales were to mothers born abroad and 28% 

were to foreign-born fathers (country of birth of fathers is not always recorded). In total, 34% of births 

had at least one parent born abroad. Births in England and Wales where both parents were UK born 

correspondingly declined from 85% in 1974 to 66% in 2016.
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Figure 2: Percentage of births to immigrant parents. England and Wales 1974 – 2016.

Note: this data include people of British origin (and citizenship) born overseas.

9.  Many children with immigrant parentage had one parent born in the UK and the other born abroad. 

Those children should only be regarded as making a 50% contribution to UK population growth. Where 

both parents were born abroad, all children should be added to the total.

10.  It is also necessary to account for deaths of the children of immigrants each year (not the deaths of 

the immigrants themselves, already incorporated). The methodology is explained in Annex A and results 

in an estimate of approximately 20,000 a year in recent years. 

11.  The results of these calculations are tabulated in Table 1 below. It will be seen that the percentage 

of our population increase attributable to the direct and indirect effects of immigration has fluctuated 

between 71% and 91% between the years 2001 and 2016 with an average of 82%. In view of the indirect 

estimation of the mortality of the UK-born children of immigrants, this component should be regarded as 

approximate although its size is likely to be small compared with other components of the calculation. 
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Table 1: Annual components of population change UK 2001- 2016.

Calendar 
Year

Net mi-
gration 

Deaths of 
migrants

Net 
migration 
discount-

ed by 
deaths of 
migrants

Births to 
migrants

Deaths of 
children of 
migrants

Natural 
increase of 

popula-
tion with 

immigrant 
parents

Deaths 
not with 

immi-
grant 

parents

Births 
not with 

immi-
grant 

parents

Natural 
increase 
not with 

immigrant 
parents

Annual 
increase

Actual 
increase. 

Net migra-
tion + total 

natural 
increase

Percent-
age of UK 

annual 
population 

growth 
from 

migration, 
direct and 

indirect

2001 179 42 137 99 17 82 500 521 21 239 244 91.4

2002 172 44 128 105 17 88 502 515 13 230 233 94.3

2003 185 44 141 115 17 98 506 530 25 263 268 90.6

2004 268 43 225 124 17 107 480 541 61 393 399 84.5

2005 267 44 223 133 17 116 478 539 61 400 407 84.8

2006 265 43 222 146 18 128 468 552 84 434 441 80.5

2007 273 44 229 160 18 142 468 561 93 464 471 80.0

2008 229 46 183 172 18 154 469 572 102 439 444 76.7

2009 229 45 184 175 18 157 452 566 115 456 450 74.8

2010 256 46 210 182 18 165 452 577 125 500 502 75.0

2011 205 45 160 185 20 166 442 576 134 459 461 70.9

2012 177 48 129 189 20 170 454 577 123 422 421 70.8

2013 209 47 162 187 20 167 461 550 89 418 411 78.6

2014 313 48 265 192 20 172 453 547 94 531 519 82.2

2015 332 52 280 195 20 175 477 544 67 522 506 87.2

2016 249 52 197 200 21 179 471 539 68 444 427 84.7

Mean 81.7

12. The result is that the UK population increased by 6.6 million between 2001 and 2016 and migration 

(3.1 million) together with a natural increase of migrants (2.3 million) accounted for 5.4 million or 82% of 

that total. Figure 3 presents some of these data as a graph. 
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Figure 3: Population growth from migration & natural increase (thousands).

13.  These calculations will include a relatively small number of people of British origin whose parents 

were living overseas when they were born (for example children of servicemen and women born in 

Germany) but the numbers are not significant.

14. The grandchildren and great grandchildren of immigrants have not been included in these 

calculations. Such data are unavailable for the UK. In any case most people would assume that such 

persons should be regarded as members of the indigenous population.
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Annex A

Estimating the number of deaths of the children of immigrants

The procedure for estimating the number of deaths of the children of immigrants is complex and involves 

a degree of assumption and interpolation. 

These deaths are not recorded as being of the children of immigrants. So no ‘off the shelf’ figures are 

available. 

In brief, the estimation begins by generating successive populations of children born to immigrants 

using published data on births to immigrants for all available years and estimating for earlier years using 

census data and an estimate of the immigrant crude birth rate.

That produces a series of birth cohorts which are turned into a series of populations starting from 1911 

through appropriate survival data. These populations produce the number of deaths that are needed, 

although only for the whole age-range from 2001 onwards. That, along with other factors, limits the 

scope of our estimation to the period from 2001 to the present.


