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Key points

In 2010, the most recent year that allows direct comparison of Scotland to other world regions, migrants 
made up a lower share of Scotland’s population (6.3%) than they did in the European Union (9.8%).

The latest data (2012) show that people born in Poland, Germany, and the USA make up a greater share 
of the foreign-born in Scotland compared to the UK as a whole.

In terms of the absolute number of international migrants living in a country, Scotland currently would rank 
77th out of the 232 countries that reported data to the UN.

In terms of the share of international migrants living in a country, Scotland would rank 68th among the 
154 countries that have at least 50,000 international migrants.

If Scotland became independent, the share of international migrants in its population would increase to 
17.6% after including people born in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland. This would increase Scotland’s 
global share ranking from 68th to 31st among the 154 countries with at least 50,000 migrants.

This briefing compares the stocks of international migrants in Scotland to the UK and 
other countries, as well as considering how these comparisons would change in an 
independent Scotland.

Understanding the evidence
In this briefing, the term ‘international migrant’ is used primarily in reference to someone who was born outside the UK. 

Those born in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland are not considered to be foreign-born. The data in this briefing come 

from the Annual Population Survey (APS) and the United Nations Population Division (UNPD). Figures referring to Scottish 

international migrant stocks are estimated by the APS, and come with associated margins of error. For example, in the 

case of 2012 data about migrant stocks in Scotland, the margins range from 354,000 to 396,000. More information 

about these data is provided in the Observatory briefing Migrants in Scotland: An Overview.

Meanwhile, UNPD data provide the stock of international migrants in each country across time using intervals of five 

years. Usually, these data are based on each country’s population censuses, but also come from population registers and 

nationally representative surveys. Usually, the definition of the stock of international migrants is the stock of foreign-born 

residents, but the stock of foreign-nationals is used for some countries. At the time of publication, 2013 figures were 

based on extrapolations and projections from previous years. The figures provided are mid-year estimates, measured from 

1 July of the years indicated.
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In 2010, the most recent year that allows direct comparison of Scotland to other world 
regions, migrants made up a lower share of Scotland’s population (6.3%) than they did in 
Europe as a whole (9.8%)
2010 is the most recent year in which reliable (non-extrapolated) stock data for both Scotland and the rest of 
the world are available. Figure 1 displays the share of Scotland’s population which was non UK-born in that year 
compared to other world regions. It shows that the Scottish share of international migrants, at 6.3% in 2010, 
was lower than 2010 levels in the EU (9.8%), North America (14.8%), and Oceania (20%). Even when using 
the extrapolated UN figures for 2013, the estimated proportion of migrants in the EU (remaining at 9.8%) was 
larger than the 2012 proportion in Scotland (7.2%). See the briefing Migrants in Scotland: An Overview for more 
information about the shares of migrants in Scotland.

Figure 1

People born in Poland, Germany, and the USA make up a greater share of the foreign-born 
in Scotland compared to the UK as a whole
Figure 2 displays the main non UK groups present in Scotland in 2012, compared to the UK foreign-born population 
as a whole in 2013. These two years are used because they are drawn from the most recent data available. In 2012, 
14.9% of foreign-born people in Scotland were born in Poland, compared to 8.5% in the UK as a whole in 2013. 
Meanwhile, other groups that made up a larger share of foreign-born in Scotland compared to the rest of the UK 
include people born in Germany (+2.1%), USA (+2.5%), South Africa (+0.7%), Canada (+1.7%), France (+0.7%), 
and Nigeria (+0.3%). However, 9.7% of foreign-born people in the UK as a whole were from India, compared to 
6.4% of the foreign-born in Scotland. People born in Pakistan and Ireland also made up a larger share of the UK 
foreign-born in 2013 compared to Scotland in 2012.

Note that for these purposes, only people born outside the UK are considered international migrants to either 
Scotland or the rest of Britain. Of course, if Scotland were to become independent, both the size and composition 
of its population of international migrants would change considerably - at least under the frequently used 
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definition of international migrants as all people living in a country other than the one in which they were born. In 
an independence scenario, people born in England, Wales or Northern Ireland but living in Scotland would become 
‘foreign-born’. The reverse would hold for the rest of Britain, as Scottish-born residents of the rest of Britain would 
also become foreign-born and therefore migrants by this definition.

Figure 2

In terms of the absolute number of international migrants living in a country, Scotland 
would currently stand at 77th position out of the 232 countries that reported data to the 
UN
Data from the Annual Population Survey (APS) shows that in 2012 an estimated 375,000 people in Scotland 
were non-UK born, while 285,000 were non-UK nationals (for more information, see our briefing Migrants in 
Scotland: An Overview. To put these figures in context, the entire stock of international migrants throughout the 
world was about 231 million in 2013. The Migration Observatory briefing Global International Migrant Stock: The 
UK in International Comparison contains more detail about the characteristics of these stocks. Therefore, Scotland 
currently ranks 77th out of 232 countries included in the UN data in terms of the absolute number of international 
migrants. This is measured by comparing its 2012 non UK-born population with the most recent available 2013 
data from the UN. Table 1 displays a selection of countries ranked by their stocks of international migrants in 2013. 
Note that to avoid double-counting migrants living in Scotland, the UK figure has been adjusted by removing the 
estimated non UK-born population of Scotland. Without this adjustment the UK would still rank 6th although it 
would be virtually even with the United Arab Emirates, ranked 5th.

Shares	of	main	non	UK-born	groups	in	Scotland	and	UK

Share	of	non	UK-born	in	Scotland	2012 Share	of	non	UK-born	in	Scotland	2013
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Table 1 - Selected rankings of countries by total migrant stock

It is important to emphasise that these rankings are generated using the most recent data available about stocks in 
both Scotland and the world, which is why two different years’ data are cited. However, this result does not differ 
greatly when using the data from 2010 - the most recent year that appears in both UNPD and APS datasets. In 
that year, when the non UK-born population in Scotland was estimated at 326,000 people, Scotland ranked 80th 
in the world in terms of international migrant stocks. For more information on the datasets, see evidence gaps and 
limitations section below.

In terms of the share of international migrants living in a country, Scotland ranks 68th 
among the 154 countries that have at least 50,000 international migrants
Moving from absolute numbers to the proportion of international migrants in a country reveals that Scotland is 
ranked near the middle of countries having at least 50,000 migrants. The cut-off of 50,000 effectively excludes 
countries with very small populations that would skew the shares data by giving the impression of high levels of 
migration. Table 2 shows a selection of countries ranked by the percentage of their total population that is made 
up of international migrants.  The UK figure, ranked at 44th, has been adjusted to avoid double-counting Scottish 

Source: APS 2012 and UN Trends in International Migration Stock 2013
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migrant stocks and population in the rankings. This was done by subtracting both the estimated migrant stock and 
total population of Scotland from the UK figures published by the UN. Total population of Scotland at mid-year 
2012, estimated to be 5,313,600, was retrieved from the National Records of Scotland.

Table 2 - Selected rankings of countries by migrant stock as share of population

Again, however, Tables 1 and 2 treat only non-UK born people as international migrants in Scotland. The 
independence scenario, in which those born in the rest of the UK would become ‘foreign-born’ residents of Scotland, 
is considered below.

The share of international migrants in Scotland would increase to 17.6% after including 
people born in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland. This would increase Scotland’s 
global ranking from 68th to 31st among the 154 countries with at least 50,000 migrants
In a hypothetically independent Scotland, this picture would change: residents of Scotland born within the UK but 
outside of Scotland would now be classified as international migrants. According to 2012 APS data, 10.4% of the 
Scottish population was made up of people born in England (9.3%), Wales (0.7%), and Northern Ireland (0.4%). 

Source: APS 2012 and UN Trends in International Migration Stock 2013
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When added to the 2012 share of non-British born stock in Scotland (7.2%), this results in a total percentage 
of 17.6%. As seen in Table 3, this would put Scotland at 31st in terms of total migrant stock as a share of its 
population, among the 153 countries with at least 50,000 migrants. This would represent a rise in its global shares 
ranking from 68th.

Table 3 - Selected rankings of countries by migrant stock as share of population (Scotland with England, Wales 
and Northern Ireland)

Evidence gaps and limitations
Since being launched in 2004, the APS combines results from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) with additional survey 
interview ‘boosts’ in England, Scotland, and Wales to increase the sample size. The LFS brings some limitations for 
estimating the dynamics of migrants in the UK. First, it does not measure the scale of irregular migration. Second, 
it does not provide information on asylum seekers. Third, the LFS excludes those who do not live in households, 
such as those in hotels, caravan parks and other communal establishments. Therefore, the LFS likely underestimates 
the number of recent migrants in the UK. However, unlike other data sources such as the Census the LFS provides 
annual data on the number and characteristics of migrants in Scotland.

Meanwhile, although the UNPD dataset allows for international comparisons, the extent to which this can be done 
across countries is less than perfect. Several factors make comparisons problematic: differences in data collection 
practices, changing borders and political unions, irregular migration, and differences in rates of foreign-born 
naturalisation. Furthermore, estimates of stocks also capture the cumulative effects of migration that may have 
occurred a considerable time ago, rather than the current patterns of migration. While recognising these limitations, 
this dataset remains the most useful and most widely used in international comparisons of migrant stocks.

For the purposes of this briefing, it is also important to recognise that the APS data is updated on an annual basis 
whereas the UNPD dataset is updated every five years, with revisions based on extrapolation and estimation 
occurring between these updates. Therefore, for this briefing, the most recent available data from both sources 
were used for comparison. However, where possible, the 2010 data which was common to both datasets was also 
used.

For Figure 1, the European Union excludes Cyprus, because migrant stock data were not available from the UN. 

Source: APS 2012 and UN Trends in International Migration Stock 2013
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Subtracting Cyprus, the EU in Figure 1 data include the following: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, 
Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom.
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The Migration Observatory
Based at the Centre on Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS) at the 
University of Oxford, the Migration Observatory provides independent, 
authoritative, evidence-based analysis of data on migration and 
migrants in the UK, to inform media, public and policy debates, and to 
generate high quality research on international migration and public 
policy issues. The Observatory’s analysis involves experts from a wide 
range of disciplines and departments at the University of Oxford.

COMPAS
The Migration Observatory is based at the ESRC Centre on Migration, 
Policy and Society (COMPAS) at the University of Oxford. The mission 
of COMPAS is to conduct high quality research in order to develop 
theory and knowledge, inform policy-making and public debate, and 
engage users of research within the field of migration.
www.compas.ox.ac.uk
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