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Measuring Success:  
Will We Ever Know How Many Eligible EU Citizens Did Not Apply for Settled 

Status? 
 

 
As the Government prepares its scheme for granting EU nationals settled status after Brexit, its 
goal has been to develop a simple, easy-to-use application system in which the vast majority of 
applicants should be successful.  
 
As the Migration Observatory has pointed out, how many EU citizens and their family members 
secure settled status will depend not just on how many applicants are rejected, but also on how 
many people know that they need to apply. A whole host of factors, from lack of awareness to 
fear of rejection to simple disorganisation mean that some eligible EU citizens will not apply.  
Understanding whether people engage with the settled status process is an important policy 
question because EU citizens’ legal status in the UK depends on it.  
 
As the scheme is implemented, there will be great interest in how well the UK is doing in getting 
EU nationals documentation of their status. But working this out will not necessarily be 
straightforward and could depend heavily on what data are made available. This commentary 
looks at what we will know about the progress of the scheme and points out that:  

 Based on currently available statistics, it will not be easy to calculate exactly how many 
people miss out on settled status unless the numbers are very big. This is because we do 
not have precise figures on how many EU citizens are living in the UK and plan to stay. It 
is possible that tens of thousands EU citizens living in the UK could lose their legal status 
without this being clear from the data. 

 Our understanding of how effectively the scheme is including different groups of 
applicants will depend on how much data the government decides to collect and release. 
With advance planning across government, it should be possible to produce a rich set of 
statistics that will help policymakers and the public understand how the settled status 
scheme is working. 

 
What share of the EU citizen population will eventually gain settled status – and how will 
we know?  
 
In principle it should be possible to assess whether the Home Office is on track to document the 
whole population of EU citizens living in the UK—and whether it has done so once the deadline 
has passed—by looking at how many of grants of settled status or pre-settled status have been 
made at any given point in time after the scheme opens. (Pre-settled status will be granted to 
people who arrive in the UK before the proposed cut-off of December 2020, but do not yet have 
5 years of residence in the UK when they apply.) 
 
In practice this will not be entirely straightforward, for several reasons.  
 
First, before the deadline, the number of EU citizens applying will probably not be evenly 
distributed over time. Potential applicants will be motivated by factors like salience and 
deadlines, which means we might expect spikes in applicant numbers when the scheme first 
opens and as the deadline approaches.  A lot may ride on what happens in the scheme’s final 
months or weeks.  
 
Second, even after the deadline, we will not necessarily have a precise figure for the number of 
EU citizens who are living in the UK and who plan to stay.  
 

https://homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk/2017/12/08/factsheet-on-eu-citizens-rights-agreement/
http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/reports/unsettled-status-which-eu-citizens-are-at-risk-of-failing-to-secure-their-rights-after-brexit/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/eu-settlement-scheme-statement-of-intent
https://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/publications/east-four-simple-ways-to-apply-behavioural-insights/
http://ftp.iza.org/dp11129.pdf
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On one hand, not all EU citizens living in the UK at the point of the cut-off date, which is 
currently scheduled for December 2020, will stay permanently. Emigration figures have 
limitations but in the past they have suggested that emigration is approximately half of initial 
immigration, with most of those who leave doing so within 5 years (IPS table 3.15). If we 
measure the EU citizen population at the time of the cut-off date, this will include an unknown 
number people who have not applied because they are shortly planning to leave. It may also 
include people who are not expected to apply for settled status because they arrived after the 
cut-off date on a new residence or work permit implemented as part of any post-Brexit 
immigration system. 
 
In addition, there is no ‘list’ of EU citizens living in the UK and estimates of their numbers are 
not precise. This is because annual population estimates—which are updated every 6 months—
come with margins of error and do not count everyone (i.e. they exclude those living in 
communal establishments such as hostels or care homes). Some groups may also be 
undercounted due to the declining response rate in the Labour Force Survey (LFS), underlying 
ONS survey that is used to produce the estimates.  
 
In 2017, for example, the ONS estimated that there were 3,813,000 EU citizens living in the UK, 
but this estimate came with a confidence interval of ±92,000 on either side (note that these 
figures include an estimated 350,000 Irish citizens who will not need to apply for settled 
status).This uncertainty is in addition to unknown levels of error in the estimates due to non-
response.  
 
Helpfully, there is a Census scheduled for March 2021, shortly after the cut-off date for EU 
citizens to arrive in the UK and a few months before the planned deadline for applying for 
settled status. This will give a more accurate count of EU citizens living in the UK, although here 
too there are limitations. The data will not become available for up to 2 years, and the Census is 
likely to ask for information about what passports people hold, rather than their nationality (as 
it did in 2011). This means that we may not know the nationality of people without passports. In 
the 2011 Census for England and Wales, there were approximately 100,000 people born in EU 
countries who reported not having a passport, in addition to UK-born EU citizens with no 
passport who cannot be separately identified in the Census.  
 
If the transition period is extended as many have suggested it will be, the cut-off date for EU 
citizens to arrive in the UK and apply for status will presumably be extended too. In that 
scenario we would again need to rely on population estimates of the size of the EU citizen 
population, rather than the Census. 
 
In summary, if the number of successful applications falls well short of the estimated population 
of EU citizens and family members, it will be clear—for example, if there were only 2 million 
people granted some form of status by the deadline. But if the gap is ‘only’ in the tens of 
thousands, it may not be possible to estimate with any precision how many eligible people who 
are planning to remain in the UK have not secured the documentation they need to do so.  
 
What can be done to get good statistics in place?  
 
Getting a full, accurate picture of who is and isn’t receiving settled status will inevitably be a 
tricky process. It will not be possibly to fully resolve the data problems described above, and all 
migration statistics will have limitations.  
 
However, there are some relatively straightforward options for improving the data that could 
make a big difference to our understanding of the settled status scheme. These involve (1) 
developing and releasing detailed administrative (i.e. operational) data from the application 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/methodologies/labourforcesurveyperformanceandqualitymonitoringreports/labourforcesurveyperformanceandqualitymonitoringreportjanuarytomarch2018#response-rates
https://consultations.ons.gov.uk/census/initial-view-on-the-2021-census-output-design/supporting_documents/Outputs%20Consultation.pdf
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process itself; and (2) collecting new data from EU citizens on whether they have applied and 
secured settled status.  
 
First, if the government releases detailed demographic information on the characteristics of 
applicants, it should be possible to identify groups that appear to be significantly 
underrepresented. Currently, most immigration statistics are provided by nationality only. 
However, much more demographic information should in principle be available that, if 
processed for statistical purposes and regularly published, would provide a valuable 
demographic profile of who is and isn’t applying, such as:  

 Age; 
 Gender; 
 Location of residence within the UK;  
 Whether they previously held permanent residence documents; 
 Year of arrival or years of residence documented for the application. 

 
Other data that would facilitate understanding of how the scheme is functioning include: 

 How many people receive settled status vs. pre-settled status, and how many transition 
from the former to the latter; 

 Numbers of refusals and reasons for refusal; 
 Reasons for cases being classified as ‘complex’ or requiring additional information (e.g. 

due to limited evidence of residence or criminal records);  
 Reviews or appeals and their outcomes.  

 
Second, the government could arrange for new data to be collected to estimate the share of EU 
citizens who have and haven’t received settled status. One way to do this would be to add an ad 
hoc question to a large-scale survey that is already being collected, like the LFS.  
 
The LFS, which is the main survey used to understand the characteristics of the UK population, 
contains information on respondents’ nationality and country of birth, but does not currently 
ask any questions about non-UK nationals’ residence status. Some other countries do collect 
such data. Canada, for example, asks LFS respondents whether they have permanent residence 
rights, and Australia asks a series of questions once every three years about whether people are 
temporary or permanent residents and what kind of visa they hold.  
 
While LFS data have limitations, including some simple questions on whether respondents have 
settled status (and/or other kinds of residence status), either periodically or every quarter, 
would provide a rich source of information that could be quite important for policy discussions.  
 
Getting new questions into the LFS takes time. Because of pressure to keep the survey short and 
manageable for respondents, the process of adding questions is tightly managed through an 
annual LFS Steering Group meeting which consists of a range of government bodies and the 
ONS. If a strong case is made for a new variable, the Steering Group can recommend it in 
principle. The new questions then need to be tested (e.g. for wording and position in the survey) 
and presented for a final decision at the next annual meeting. This means that the process can 
take at least 18 months. 
 
Together with the operational data discussed above, new data collection along these lines could 
be used to understand whether there are particular groups of people who are less likely to have 
sought settled status and what their characteristics are—such as women, the elderly, long-term 
residents, or particular nationalities. If available while the scheme is still open for applications, 
this could inform efforts to target information campaigns and assistance to those who are yet to 
apply. In addition to the government’s own communications campaign, a wide array of other 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/71-543-g/2017001/app_ann_c-eng.htm
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/6102.0.55.001~Feb%202018~Main%20Features~Characteristics%20of%20Recent%20Migrants~27
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organisations including charities, unions and local government are likely to be involved in this 
effort and will want access to the data.  
 
Conclusion 
 
New data sources take time to develop (e.g. due to the need to agree, test and schedule any new 
survey questions, or ensure that the IT system handling applications will generate detailed and 
usable figures). But if planning starts well in advance, it should in principle be possible to put in 
place a carefully designed set of statistics to ensure that policymakers can evaluate one of the 
biggest programmes the immigration system has had to handle.  
 
 
Funding for this analysis comes from the UK in a Changing Europe’s Brexit research project which 
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Brexit immigration policy is also made possible with the support of Trust for London and the Paul 
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