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Summary
This paper complements the report titled “Finding housing, making home: Romanian migrants in post-Brexit/post-Covid 
UK”. The Romanian migration constitutes the latest and last wave of unrestricted EU mobility to the UK. However, 
although the phenomenon has been prevalent in the last decade, we do not know how many Romanians have 
arrived to the UK or whether they are in some way different from those who emigrated to the EU states. The briefing 
addresses these two questions.

• How many? There are definitional challenges across migrant generations, mobility paradigms and legal categories. 
These make determining the number of migrants problematic. By different sources, the number of Romanians 
currently in the UK is estimated at between 342,000 to more than 1 million.

• How different? To inspect whether there are differences between the Romanian migrants who opted to 
come to the UK against those who migrated to the EU states, we compare the socioeconomic and demographic 
characteristics of the samples of three online surveys (ours and two others). We observe no major differences 
between the three samples of Romanian migrants either in the UK or in other European states. However, the online 
approach attracts the higher educated, those in stronger labour market positions and with longer residence, and the 
urbanites.
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1. Introduction

1.1. This briefing paper complements our main report entitled “Finding housing, making home: Romanian migrants in 
post-Brexit/post-Covid UK”. The report examines the migration and housing experiences of 88 Romanian migrants in 
the UK who have self-selected to participate in our research through an online qualitative questionnaire.

1.2. Our focus on the case of Romanian migrants is particularly valuable as they constitute the latest and last wave of 
unrestricted EU mobility in the UK, and their migration and housing experiences have remained understudied. 

1.3. However, although Romanian migration to the UK has been prevalent in the last decade, we do not know how 
many Romanians have arrived or whether they are in some way different from those who migrated to the EU states. 
To position the findings of our study, this paper aims to explore these two questions.

1.4. The paper advances as follows. Section 2 addresses the question of how many Romanian migrants are in 
the UK by visiting the broader challenges of defining and counting the number of migrants. Section 3 positions 
our approach. Section 4 addresses the question of how different the Romanian migrants in the UK are from their 
counterparts in the EU states by comparing the characteristics of our survey across two other online surveys across 
Europe. Brief conclusions are drawn in section 5.

2. How many?

2.1.....Migration literature discusses the challenges of defining who can be said to be (or not) a migrant across some key 
categories (Home Office 2022). We summarise them below (bullets 2.2 to 2.5).

2.2 Generational categories: if newcomers (so-called generation 1) who do not hold citizenship in the destination 
country are most commonly seen as ‘migrants’, definitional challenges arise as soon as they become naturalized. 
Moreover, many migrant families arrive with small children who were born abroad but raised in the UK (generation 
1.5) or have children born and raised in the UK (generation 2). These children may not even speak the first language of 
their parents, and they may become integrated in the new country’s educational system and labour markets as any 
other UK-born individual. Defining migration on the ground of generation 1 may be preferred for certain research 
questions but extending it to include generation 1.5 and 2 may be of merit in discussing the intergenerational 
transmission of (dis)advantage.

2.3 Mobility paradigms: In the context of unrestricted EU mobility, it is now increasingly difficult to differentiate 
between people engaged in ‘migration’ or practising ‘mobility’ since a high share of EU migrants do not stay for 
more than two years in a destination country (Manting et al. 2022; Marcu 2015). Cases in point here are made by 
cosmopolitan mobile professionals practicing lifestyle migration and low-skilled workers practicing temporarily or 
circular cross-country mobility without intentions of settling in the ‘host’ country. Longer-term intentions to stay or 
leave may frame the difference between the two.

2.4 Legal categories: migration statuses are not only structured by their attached civil rights but one’s migration 
status may change from being undocumented or in waiting to becoming legalised and further naturalised. Legal 
statuses may also differ in mixed couples and households. UK holds a highly diverse migration system for different 
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categories of people and labour sub-markets. EU citizens lost their unrestricted freedom of movement since the UK 
exited the EU (1 January 2021), those in the UK needing to apply for the EU Settlement Scheme (EUSS) up to the cut-
off day of 30 June 2021 (exceptions applied). In a nutshell, EU citizens living in the UK for less than 5 years qualified for 
pre-settled status and the others for settled status. They also could and can apply for British citizenship.

2.5 Subjective or objective: the above challenges make counting the number of migrants problematic. Depending 
on our research interest, we can define a migration status by use of subjective measures (e.g. self-selection) or 
objective measures (e.g. country of birth, legal status, time since arrival).

2.6 Lack of data: besides the challenges of defining who can be said to be (or not) a migrant, there is also a lack 
of data. The four main data sources in the UK (Home Office 2022), measure different categories and result in vastly 
different counts.

2.7 EUSS applications: The Home Office (2022) has approved 6.3 million EUSS status applications of which 51% were 
from Romanians, Poles and Italians: 1.2 million, 1.1 million and 0.6 million, respectively. These numbers overstate the 
size of migration as many have already left the UK. Moreover, some may lose their status if they do not return to the 
UK in a specified period (six months for pre-settled and five years for settled status).

2.8 National Insurance Numbers (NINOs): the total number of migrants who were ever issued a NINOs is known 
but it is much larger than a snapshot of the population at any one time because many migrants come to work only 
temporarily and ‘dormant’ NINOs are not cancelled (UK Parliament 2021). NINO allocation since 2002 counts 1.7 million 
for Poles, 1.1 million for Romanians and 0.6 million for Italians. Another caveat is that NINO counts do not include 
dependents.

2.9 Officially estimates: drawing across several surveys (e.g. the Annual Population Survey and the Labour Force 
Survey) and based on individuals’ country of birth, the Office of National Statistics estimated the total number of EU 
nationals residing in the UK in the year 2020 to 2021 at 3.4 million. Of these, 696,000 were Polish nationals (the most 
common non-British nationality), 342,000 Romanians and 342,000 Italians (ONS 2021). These numbers appears to be 
underestimated even though the year was marked by the Covid-19 pandemic when some migrants have returned to 
their countries of origins.

2.10 Census data: An accurate snapshot of the population will be offered by the 2021/2022 census data (inclusion is 
based on possessing a legal residence) with results to be released over the following two years. A subgroup (about 
5%) of the population can also be linked to past censuses (McCollum et al. 2018). 
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3. Our approach

3.1 We aimed to obtain diversity across many axes within the boundaries of one nationality, which is a valuable 
‘convenience’ approach taken in migration studies (Galasiński and Galasińska 2007; Gherghina and Plopeanu 2021; 
Golovina 2019). Our research focused on one of the larger and least studied European migrant group in the UK, i.e. 
Romanian migrants.

3.2 Our approach of participant self-selection in the research has the merit of allowing respondents to define 
themselves rather than being defined as migrants by others, whatever their migration status (including 
undocumented), migration generation or migration trajectory. 

3.3 Our digital approach has successfully reached migrants of lower socioeconomic status (31% being in the lowest 
40% of household income distribution) and some who were in other ways vulnerable (having had prior experiences of 
homelessness). 

3.4 Finally, our digital approach has successfully reached a geographically highly dispersed group (this being a 
characteristic of Central and Eastern European migration in the UK), however the high majority were urbanites (48 
respondents resided in cities, 35 in towns and five in villages). This means that the views of the Romanian migrants 
working and living in villages - a significant component of the Romanian migration (Anghel 2013) - are largely missing. 
This point is not just one of geographical under-representation given that social and digital disadvantage is dominant 
in many rural places in the UK (Warren 2007).  

4. How different?

4.1 To explore the question of how different the Romanian migrants in the UK are from their counterparts in the 
EU states, we compare migrants’ characteristics across three online surveys: ours (2021) and two others led by the 
second author of this paper, conducted in 2018 and 2022, and similarly advertised on Facebook groups and other 
digital platforms (Gherghina and Plopeanu 2021). We consider here only their subsamples of migrants with an UK or 
EU residence. Ethical clearance has been obtained from the University of Glasgow (2021 survey), the Babes-Bolyai 
University of Cluj (2018 survey) and the University of Florence (2022 survey; this is still ongoing and this briefing 
includes data collected up to 5 August).

4.2 In the discussion below (bullets 4.3 to 4.10), we report percentages of certain subgroups of the total of each 
sample. Since none of the three surveys is representative of all Romanian migrants in a destination country, our 
comparisons remain partial but valuable in their quest of addressing a lack of alternative data. 

4.3 GENDER, AGE, LOCATION: In the table below, we notice that women are over-represented than men in all 
three surveys and there is no major difference in the UK compared to the EU states. In terms of age, the distribution of 
respondents is also similar in the three surveys. Most answers come from people between 35 and 54 years old (except 
the 2018 survey where the 18-34 year olds make the largest subgroup especially in the UK). Our sample has a strong 
urban bias, meaning that the findings of our report reflect predominantly the experiences of the Romanian migrants 
living in the UK’s towns and cities and overlook an important component of Romanian migration (Anghel 2013).
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Our sample
2018 2022

UK EU UK EU

Respondents (no.) 88 465 1,133 118 749

Gender

Female 61 57 54 51 53

Male 39 43 46 49 47

Age 

18-34 20 48 40 27 17

35-44 48 39 34 35 28

45-54 22 10 17 25 35

55 & over 10 3 19 13 20

Place of residence

Urban 94 n/a n/a n/a n/a

Rural 6 n/a n/a n/a n/a

Note: % of all respondents in each survey. 

4.4 HOUSEHOLD TYPE: We note in the table below that respondents in extended families and shared housing are 
more represented in our survey than the 2022 one (this information was missing in 2018). People in shared housing 
were mostly single in our survey (except two couples, one with children and one without); in the 2022 sample, most 
sharers were living with their employer (12 of 14). The group of parent(s) with children included single parents, who 
often find themselves in a precarious socio-economic position (3% in the 2021 survey; 5% and 8%, respectively, in the 
2022 one).

Our sample
2022

UK EU

Non-shared housing

Single 13 13 13

Couples 18 35 28

Parent(s) with child/children (aged <18) 45 43 50

Households of extended family (inc. children >18) 9 1 5

Shared housing

Any household as above sharing with friends, colleagues, 
strangers, or in-house employers

14 7 3

Other (not specified but may include homeless, squatting, 
temporal arrangements or those preferring not to say)

1 1 1

Note: % of all respondents in each survey. 
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4.5 EDUCATION LEVELS: Clearly, education qualifications are not easy to ‘transport’ into new countries, migrants 
suffering ‘de-skilling’ at arrival (i.e. they are overqualified for the job). Nonetheless, the data are useful to understand 
the characteristics of our sample, which do not differ from the others in any major way. We observe in the table below 
that few respondents have a below high school level of education (3% to 8%) while those with university education 
constitute the absolute majority of between 65% and 78% of each sample.

Our sample
2018 2022

UK EU UK EU

Secondary or vocational 5 5 7 3 8

High school or college 27 30 25 35 24

University studies 34 39 37 32 33

Postgraduate 34 26 31 41 35
Note: % of all respondents in each survey. 

4.6 EMPLOYMENT STATUS: In the table below we note that the vast majority of respondents (81% to 91%) were 
active in the labour market in all surveys. However, self-employed migrants have a significantly higher share in our 
survey (22%) compared to all others, with not-employed migrants being significantly less represented (9%).

Our sample
2018 2022

UK EU UK EU

Employed 69 75 77 70 76

Self-employed 22 6 7 14 9

Not employed 9 19 16 16 15
Note: % of all respondents in each survey. 

As different, more granular categories were used in our 2021 survey compared to the other two, we cannot present 
fully comparative data but we can make some further observations. 

4.6.1 Being ‘employed’ comes with ‘degrees of activity’ between part-time and full-time work (in our sample 10% 
and 59% of all respondents) but also between holding more than one job (the case of 6% in our sample plus 6% 
working and studying). 

4.6.2 Being ‘not employed’ includes the unemployed (i.e. those looking for a job) but also those who are not 
looking for a job (e.g. taking care of children, not needing to work, retired in the destination or origin country). 

4.6.3 Most respondents of the 2018 and 2022 surveys are highly-skilled, e.g. specialists or managers in the key 
sectors of health, education, finance, engineering and public office (43% to 47%). The share of medium/low skilled 

- e.g. qualified and unqualified workers, those working in services - is much lower (23% to 32%). The percentages of 
occupations are relatively similar across the two surveys, with little differences between the Romanian migrants in the 
UK and in the other EU states. 

4.6.4 Romanian migrants working in agriculture are massively under-represented across the board (under 1%). 
This is a major methodological limitation as migrants working in agriculture is a relevant component of the Romanian 
labour migration (Anghel 2013; McCollum and Findlay 2011). This is likely to reflect an urban bias across all survey, 
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which was clearly substantiated in our 2021 sample (see 4.3).

4.7 REASONS TO MIGRATE: In the table below we note that reasons to migrate do not differ between respondents 
in the UK and those in the EU (ranked below descending by UK 2022 values; items expressed as asked in the surveys).

2018 2022

UK EU UK EU

Corruption (in Romania) 84 79 91 86

Professional development 79 76 86 76

Quality of education 64 63 76 63

To live in a different society 63 66 72 70

Insufficient income 67 64 71 66

Family reunification 31 38 29 41
Note: % of all respondents in each survey who were driven ‘much’ and ‘very much’ by the respective reason. This 
question was differently framed in our own 2021 survey, preventing comparison.

4.7.1 Economic reasons: We see that migration decisions are instilled by a range of reasons, of which insufficient 
income does not appear to be the most common (but it mattered to about two thirds of the respondents). 

4.7.2 Systemic reasons: The most common reason to migrate appears to be systemic that is leaving a country that is 
perceived as showing high levels of corruption and choosing to live in a different society. These reasons are explored 
in more depth in our report.

4.7.3 Professional development and education: Professional development is the second more common reason 
to migrate, which we discuss in our report in-depth. The fact that the quality of education features so strongly is 
surprising considering that more than two thirds of respondents already have university degrees (see 4.5). Nonetheless 
our own analysis has indicated that Romanian migrants are particularly driven to offer their children a ‘better’ future 
through ‘good’ education. 

4.7.4 Family reunion: While family reunification featured less in these data, the fact that for over 30% of respondents 
this was an important motivation shows that Romanian migration in Europe still has features of the ‘pioneer’ 
migration with family members still to follow (Bleabu 2004). 

4.7.5 Looking cumulatively at the number of reasons to migrate (not shown in the table), we see that only 
a tiny minority (3% to 6%) was very much driven by just one reason. Conversely, the great majority of respondents 
(61% to 80%) considered a mix of four to six of the reasons to migrate indicated above. Our own analysis has also 
substantiated this point, as well as discussing additional reasons (e.g. relationship dissolution, adventure).

4.8 TIME SINCE ARRIVAL IN THE ‘HOST’ COUNTRY: Although the three samples are not representative, it may 
be fair to suggest (see table below) that the fact that an absolute majority of respondents were living in the ‘host’ 
country for more than 6 years in 2022 as opposed to fewer in 2018, reflects the passage of time (but it may also reflect 
the large educational differences across the two samples, meaning that those with university education might have 
emigrated earlier). Since the most popular destinations of the first waves of Romanian migration were Italy and Spain 
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(Dospinescu and Russo 2018), a case could be made that Romanian migration to the UK is more recent as shown in all 
three surveys. Indeed, Romanians won their full freedom to live, work and study in the EU only in 2014, which is seven 
years after EU accession.

Our sample
2018 2022

UK EU UK EU

<1 year 2 7 8 3 3

1 to 3 years 17 24 14 7 8

3 to 6 years 26 25 19 24 14

>6 years 40 44 60 65 76
Note: % of the sampled migrants in each survey

4.9 PROBLEMS IN THE ‘HOST’ COUNTRY: We look in the table below at problems encountered by the migrants 
themselves as well as by their family members (multiple choices applied). Overall, respondents in the UK reported 
slightly fewer problems than those residing in the EU (below in descending ranks by our sample’s values).

Our sample
2018 2022

UK EU UK EU

‘Hard’ problems

Language proficiency 38 45 75 27 50

Access to employment 32 33 52 39 43

De-skilling 31 51 56 36 46

Degree recognition 24 38 45 n/a n/a

Obtain legal residency 20 29 40 34 39

Access to education 7 23 25 18 18

Access to housing n/a n/a n/a 34 35

‘Soft’ problems

Missing family, friends 65 89 89 71 70

Climate adaptation 41 65 39 45 38

Cultural adaptation 28 47 45 n/a n/a

Discrimination* 20 19 24 26 26
Notes: % of the sampled migrants in each survey; *% of the sampled migrants who felt they were ‘much’ and ‘very 
much’ discriminated against.

4.9.1 ‘Hard’ problems: The most problematic ‘hard’ aspects are consistent across the three surveys and they are 
related to language proficiency, de-skilling and access to employment. Language difficulties and difficulties to access 
employment – there is a direct link between the two – are considerably smaller in the UK compared to the other EU 
states, which is not surprising given that English is taught in Romania often from primary school. Access to housing 
was recorded only in the 2022 survey, with one third of the sampled migrants encountering this problem in the UK 
and in the EU. 
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4.9.2 ‘Soft’ problems: Among the ‘soft’ aspects, missing family and friends in Romania is by far the largest problem: 
more than two thirds of the respondents mention it across the board. Adaptating to climate appears to be a higher 
problem for the Romanian migrants residing in the UK compared to those in the EU states. The level of discrimination 
is perceived as being (very) high by about one in four to five respondents across the surveys.

4.10 BELONGING: We look in the table below at the share of respondents who expressed high levels of belonging 
(‘very much’, ‘much’) ignoring moderate and small levels (‘moderate’, ‘little’, ‘very little’). We make four observations.

Our sample
2018 2022

UK EU UK EU

Country

Both countries 32 29 38 25 38

Only Romania (RO) 23 38 32 26 29

Only ‘host’ country 31 17 20 27 21

None 14 16 10 22 12

Settlement (i.e. city, town, village, etc)

Both settlements 41 30 41 28 38

Only RO settlement 23 37 31 25 27

Only ‘host’ settlement 18 17 17 25 20

None 18 16 11 22 15
Note: % of respondents in each survey who felt they belong ‘much’ and ‘very much’ to either both or just one country 
and respective local level of settlement. The difference to 100% represents % of respondents who felt belonging 
‘moderate’, ‘little’ or ‘very little’ to both countries and respective localities.

4.10.1 Transnational belonging (i.e. to both countries/settlements): about a quarter to a third of respondents 
held high transnational belonging to both countries (25% to 38%) and/or to both settlements (28% to 41%). We 
observe that more Romanians in the EU feel high transnational belonging compared to their UK counterparts. 
However, our 2021 sample shows levels of transnational belonging more similar to those in the EU, particularly at the 
local scale of settlement. 

4.10.2 Stronger belonging to Romania/Romanian settlement: another quarter to a third of respondents held 
high levels of belonging for Romania only (23% to 38%) and/or for their Romanian settlement only (23% to 37%), with 
no major differences between respondents in the UK against those in the EU. Our 2021 sample shows, by comparison, 
relatively low levels here.

4.10.3 Stronger belonging to the ‘host’ country/ settlement: Fewer respondents held high levels of belonging 
only for their ‘host’ country (17% to 31%) and/or only for their ‘host’ settlement (17% to 25%), with no major differences 
between respondents in the UK against those in the EU. Our 2021 sample shows, by comparison, relatively high levels 
of belonging to the UK but not to the ‘host’ settlement.

4.10.4 Weak or no belonging: About 15% of respondents did not have a strong sense of belonging to any of the 
two countries and/or any of the two settlements (ranging from 10% to 22%). Slightly more Romanian migrants in the 
UK than in the EU were in this category across the 2018 and 2022 surveys.   
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4.11 NOTE ON THE EU CATEGORY IN OUR COMPARISONS: The EU is used as a reference category to illustrate that 
the characteristics of the Romanian migrants in the UK are similar to those of their counterparts in other EU states. 
The EU category included 27 states in the 2018 survey and 22 states in the 2022 one. However, more than 80% of all 
respondents came from the four countries considered to be, next to the UK, Romanians’ preferred destinations: France 
(17% and 18%, respectively), Germany (28% in both years), Italy (19%; 20%) and Spain (17%; 19%). No other country 
included more than 4% of the respondents.

5. Conclusions

5.1 Although Romanian migration to the UK has been prevalent over the last decade, we do not know how many 
Romanians have arrived or whether they are in some way different from those who emigrated to other EU states. In 
order to position the findings of our main report, this paper aimed to address these two questions.

5.2 Across various data sources, the number of Romanian migrants in the UK was estimated at between 342,000 and 
1.1 million. We have explained that there are definitional challenges across migrant generations, mobility paradigms 
and legal categories as well as a lack of data which make counting the number of migrants problematic. 

5.3 We have argued therefore that there is value in a migrant self-selected sample that shows diversity (e.g. in terms 
of residential geography, socioeconomics, demographics) within the boundaries of one nation. We have taken this 
approach for the understudied case of Romanian migrants in the UK. 

5.4 .We addressed the question of how different the Romanian migrants in the UK are from their counterparts in 
the EU states by comparing the characteristics of the respondents in three surveys, ours in the UK and two others 
conducted across Europe, including the UK. 

5.5 We observed no major differences (e.g. socioeconomics, demographics, belonging)  between the three samples 
of Romanian migrants either in the UK or in other EU states though there were some patterns of difference (e.g. 
shorter length of residence for respondents in the UK than those in the EU). This argument is of course pertinent to 
those who are digitally included (e.g. those digitally excluded might manifest strong preferences for certain countries 
rather than others but data are lacking).

5.6 In all countries, the online approach seems to attract the higher educated, those employed in high-income 
positions and with longer residence, and the urbanites. The voices of the rural migrant population, including those 
engaged in agriculture, are missing. 

5.7 However, migrants’ experiences, the problems they encounter and their outcomes in labour and housing markets 
are not necessarily the same in one or another country. In other words, even though the characteristics of the 
Romanian migrant population seem to be similar across different destination countries, their particular experiences 
and outcomes will be country specific, dependent on the institutional landscape that governs their trajectories. Our 
report entitled “Finding housing, making home: Romanian migrants in post-Brexit/post-Covid UK” explores in-depth 
the migration trajectories and housing experiences of our sample of 88 Romanian migrants in the UK.
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