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ABSTRACT 
 

Does Foreign Language Proficiency Foster Migration of 
Young Individuals within the European Union? 

 
Speaking the language of the host country eases migrants’ integration and tends to boost 
their economic success in the country of destination. However, the decision to acquire 
language skills may in itself be determined by the intention to migrate. In addition, conditional 
on being a migrant, the relation between language skills and migrants’ integration and 
economic success goes both ways. Using data on the study of foreign languages during 
compulsory education in European countries, we test whether and how much language 
proficiency determines migration flows across Europe. The European Union with basically 
unlimited labor mobility and pronounced differences in youth unemployment rates provides 
an ideal testing ground for our hypothesis. We find that speaking the language of a country 
increases the likelihood to migrate to that country almost fivefold. 
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1 Introduction

There are huge differences in youth unemployment rates across Europe. In Spain and
Greece almost one half of all employable youth are unemployed, followed by Croatia and
Portugal where the youth unemployment rate is around 30-35%. In contrast, the Nether-
lands has one of the lowest youth unemployment rates in the European Union (EU), with
less than 10% of young individuals without a desired job (see Figure 1.1). Given these
pronounced differences in youth unemployment rates and basically unrestricted migration
within the EU, one would expect to observe, in particular young individuals, to migrate
from countries with high unemployment rates to those with low rates.1 Independently of
the current situation, young individuals have stronger incentives to migrate because they
face lower costs of breaking social ties, and they have a longer working life horizon to
recover migration costs. Since the end of the 1990’s, there has been a moderate increase
in the share of EU foreigners in EU countries, and this increase has been more notable
among young individuals (see Figures A-1 and A-2 of the Appendix). However, migration
across European countries remains very limited compared to the United States.2 Accord-
ing to the OECD [2012b] annual migration rates across EU countries were around 0.3%
in 2010, while US state-to-state migration rates were around 2.4%.3

In contrast to the United States, many different national languages are spoken across
Europe.4 This implies additional migration costs associated with acquiring proficiency in
a foreign language. For Europeans, speaking a foreign language thus increases returns to
migration, reduces migration costs, and is likely to shape their migration decisions.5 The
existing literature on the economics of language has mainly focused on two important

1Prior to 2014, migration and residence was restricted for Bulgarian and Romanian nationals in some
EU countries (European Commission [2012]).

2One exception is the recent increase in migration from Greece, Portugal, and Spain to Germany, see
Figure A-3 of the Appendix.

3These numbers are not directly comparable due to differences in distance and population density,
but US migration rates are large even compared to within-country migration rates in most European
countries: US mobility is about twice as large as mobility in most European countries, with the exception
of Scandinavian countries and Great Britain, see Molloy et al [2011]. Even though, or as a consequence
of state-to-state migration, differentials in youth unemployment rates across US states tend to be lower.
In 2011, unemployment among 16-24 year olds ranged from a low 7.8% in North Dakota to a high 28.5%
in Rhode Island (Bureau of Labor Statistics [2012]).

4The United States do not have any official language at the federal level, but English is the language
spoken by most US citizens, and it is official language in 26 US states, see Schildkraut [2001]. According
to the US Census [2013], 21% of individuals aged 5 and over, i.e. 60.6 million, speak a language other
than English at home, 62% of those speak Spanish.

5For highly qualified employees of multinational companies the language of the workplace - English -
might differ from the language of the country of residence, see Chaloff and Lemı̂tre [2009].



Figure 1.1: Youth Unemployment Rates (< 25 years) across Europe, 2011

Data: Eurostat [2012a]

aspects of language proficiency: its determinants and its consequences for migrants. Re-
garding the latter, findings by Bleakley and Chin [2010], Chiswick and Miller [2010], and
Dustmann and Fabbri [2003] show that immigrants’ accomplishments in a host country’s
labor market depend positively and to a great extent on their language skills. Regarding
the determinants of language proficiency, Chiswick [2008] points out that three aspects:
(i) exposure (not being married before migration, not living in an enclave), (ii) efficiency
(young age, higher education), and (iii) economic incentives (length of expected stay) pos-
itively influence the likelihood that an immigrant acquires proficiency in the host country’s
language. The current chapter proposes a different perspective that has received little at-
tention: how ex-ante language skills influence individuals’ decisions to migrate. Among
the few related works are Chiswick and Miller [2001] and Adsera and Pytlikova [2012].
The former show that immigrants from former US, French, or British colonies tend to
be more proficient in English or French compared to other immigrants. Adsera and Pyt-
likova [2012] try to explain migration flows to different OECD countries using linguistic
distances to measure the ease of learning a host country’s language.

In this chapter, instead of differences in historical ties or measures of linguistic distance
we use differences in compulsory learning of foreign languages across Europe and across
time as approximations for language skills. We thus add a dynamic dimension to the
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variable “linguistic distance,” because learning a foreign language is a way to overcome
this distance. This strategy allows us to focus on the effect of language only, and to shut
off any confounding effects that hardly vary over time like unobserved or unmeasurable
cultural links between countries. In particular, in this chapter we test whether and how
much foreign language proficiency directs migration flows of individuals of different age
groups within the EU.

Analyzing the effect of foreign language proficiency on migration decisions is not a straight
forward task. Simple correlations between measures of proficiency in a language spoken
in one country and migration rates to that country are misleading. Studying a foreign
language is an individual decision that could primarily be influenced by the individual’s
desire to move to the particular foreign country. However, according to the Eurobarom-
eter [2012], 68% of Europeans acquired their language skills at school. For students in
most EU countries - with the exception of Ireland - learning a foreign language is not an
individual decision, but part of compulsory education. During lower and upper secondary
education (ISECD 2 and ISECD 3) students in EU countries study on average 1.5 foreign
languages (Eurostat [2012b]). English is taught during compulsory education in 14 of the
27 EU countries. With the exception of Portugal, where fewer than half of all students
study English, in all other countries more than 80% of students study English as a foreign
language (see Figure A-4 of the Appendix). In addition, there are also differences across
European countries regarding the study of a second foreign language. In most countries,
students study French, German, or Spanish as a second compulsory foreign language.
Studying German is more common in Central and Eastern Europe, while French tends
to be taught in Southern European countries. In many countries, Spanish is the third
or fourth most widely taught second foreign language. The same holds true for Italian,
but in fewer countries. There are also countries like Germany, Spain, UK, Ireland, and
Norway where studying a second foreign language is not part of compulsory education.6

Many other factors besides language proficiency determine migration decisions. Economic
conditions like unemployment rate, GDP per capita, minimum wage laws, or the generos-
ity of the welfare state also play an important role. To study migration decisions based
on countries’ relative macroeconomic conditions, the existing literature has typically pro-
posed the use of so-called gravity models; see for instance Ortega and Peri [2009] or Lewer
and Van den Berg [2008]. Gravity models explain migration between two countries as a
positive function of the “attractive mass” of two economies and a negative function of the
distance between them. The “attractive mass” is typically approximated by differences

6In Germany, learning a second foreign language is only compulsory for students who attend the type
of upper secondary education that provides access to universities (“gymnasiale Oberstufe”).
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in GDP per capita, unemployment rates, population, share of individuals with tertiary
education, share of young individuals, and female labor force participation rates. Young
individuals are more likely to migrate and hence a larger share of young individuals in the
country of origin increases migration. In the destination country, a lower share of young
individuals could indicate a generational change and additional job opportunities, thus
attracting migration. Higher female labor force participation rates in destination coun-
tries are expected to increase migration, especially by women. Furtado and Hock [2010]
for the United States and Farré et al [2011] for Spain find that higher female labor force
participation rates in destination countries have been made possible - to a certain degree -
by low skilled migrants covering personal care jobs (e.g. child care and care of the elderly).
On the other hand, low female labor force participation rates in countries of origin imply
reduced professional options for women, potentially increasing migration. Differences in
wages are commonly included in estimations of internal migration decisions - see Kennan
and Walker [2011] for the United States. In estimations of cross-country migration, the
use of wage differentials has been limited due to problems of data availability; one ex-
ception is Bertoli et al. [2013] who consider migration from Ecuador to Spain and to the
United States. The distance between two countries, on the other hand, is often measured
by the geographic distance, a lack of common borders, lack of a common language, and
linguistic distance. In addition, migrant networks have also been found to shape migration
decisions. Winters et al [2001] study network effects in the migration from Mexico to the
United States. However, traditional gravity models based on differences in geographic and
economic conditions cannot account for the magnitude or direction of migration among
developed countries. This shortcoming has been pointed out by various studies that have
suggested alternative approaches. Belot and Ederveen [2012] propose a model that takes
into account both differences in economic variables and religious and cultural distance.7

The authors find the latter to explain an important part of migration. They estimate a
1% higher unemployment rate in the host country to reduce migration by 0.21%, while
an increase in cultural or religious distance by 1% reduces migration by 0.33% and 0.9%
respectively.

The current chapter proposes the use of a new explanatory variable for migration: the
exposure of an individual to compulsory courses in the language of the destination coun-

7Religious distance is defined by the probability that two random individuals from two countries
have a different religion. Cultural distance on the other hand is measured in various ways: Hofstede
et al [2010] propose a measure of cultural distance along six dimensions: power distance, uncertainty
avoidance, individualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity, pragmatic versus normative,
and indulgence versus restraint. The initial measure was based on a survey of IBM employees in 50
different countries. An alternative measure proposed by Inglehart and Baker [2000] relies on answers
to the World Value Survey along the two dimensions of: traditional versus secular-rational and survival
versus self-expression values.
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try. Our empirical strategy compares migration decisions of: (i) individuals of different
cohorts from the same country who were exposed or who were not exposed to foreign
language courses due to educational reforms, (ii) individuals from different countries but
of the same cohort who were exposed or who were not exposed to foreign language courses
because of differences in legislation in the two countries. In our estimation we control for
economic variables in the countries of origin and destination, as well as for the presence
of other co-nationals in the host country. Hence while we are not estimating a gravity
model of migration we conjecture that including exposure to compulsory foreign language
courses into a traditional gravity model could improve its explanatory power.8 To the
extent that cultural proximity to certain countries makes it more likely that their lan-
guages are studied during compulsory education, this chapter also proposes an additional
micro-channel explanation for the finding that cultural distance matters for migration
decisions.9 To the best of our knowledge we are the first to analyze how foreign language
proficiency acquired during compulsory education determines migration.

The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. The next section describes our
estimation strategy. In Section 3 we present our data. Section 4 presents and discusses
our results, and Section 5 concludes.

2 Estimation Strategy

We estimate the following model:

Ma,o,d,t = β0 + β1La,o,d,t + β2Da + β3Do + β4Dd + β5Dt + β6Da,o + β7Da,d +

+ β8Da,t + β9Do,d + β10Do,t + β11Dd,t + β12Xt−1 + εa,o,d,t (2.1)

where M is the number of immigrants of age a from country o going to country d in
year t. L denotes exposure to compulsory language courses in the official language of
country d, and Ds with s = a, o, d, t are dummies for age, country of origin, destination
country, and year. Our main specification of the model includes all four dummy variables
and their simple interactions. In addition we also specify a model that includes certain

8Fidrmuc and Fidrmuc [2013] present a gravity model that includes measures of foreign language
proficiency. However, the authors do not consider migration but apply the model to study intra-European
trade instead.

9Our framework also picks up migration decisions by minority groups, whenever the presence of those
groups has had an impact on the national school curriculum. For instance, Swedish is taught at Finish
schools and thus we account for Swedish-speakers in Finland who migrate to Sweden.
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triple interactions of dummy variables. For instance, we add the interaction term Dd,o,t

between destination country, country of origin, and year. This term accounts for pull
and push factors between countries that change over time and that are common to all
cohorts of immigrants from the same country of origin. Including these dummy variables
is equivalent to including control variables from typical gravity models like differences in
the share of young individuals in the labor force, female labor force participation rates, or
average wage differentials. We also include the interaction term Dd,a,t between destination
country, age group, and year to take into account any age-specific changes in the labor
demand of the destination country. Moreover, to control for network effects and economic
factors we include as control variables (Xt−1) the stock of immigrants by country of origin
and the difference in the unemployment rates between the destination country and the
country of origin, both in t− 1 and by age group.

Given that only some languages are studied as foreign languages during compulsory edu-
cation in European schools, the maximum set of foreign languages considered is composed
of English, German, French, Spanish, and Italian.10 While for most countries, second for-
eign languages are either German or French, for individuals in Portugal, Greece, France,
and Italy we also include Spanish and for individuals in Malta, Italian. For each country
we specifically include all possible choices of languages. This guarantees that individual
choices which are potentially correlated with migration intentions and differences in labor
market conditions of origin and destination countries do not alter the estimated effect.
For destination countries where neither English, German, French, Spanish, or Italian are
official languages, we set La,o,d,t = 0 for all t, a, o. For migration between countries that
share the same national language, as Germany and Austria, UK and Ireland, France and
Belgium, or the Netherlands and Belgium we set La,o,d,t = 1 for all t, a. As a result, in
our model specification that includes triple interactions some variables Dd,o,t and Dd,a,t

are not going to be identified. However, as long as identifying these dummy variables
is not the focus of our analysis this will not pose a mayor problem for our estimation.
Following Bertrand et al [2004] we cluster standard errors at the destination-origin-age
level to allow for serial correlation in migration flows over time.

Our analysis compares migration decisions of individuals from different groups within
countries as well as across countries In particular, we test whether younger individuals
who were exposed to compulsory foreign language courses make different migration deci-
sions than older cohorts who were not affected by educational reforms. In addition, we

10Even though Russian is the most widely taught second foreign language in Latvia, Estonia, and
Lithuania we ignore this option given that migration to Russia is restricted, different from migration
within the EU.
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also test for differences across countries, namely whether individuals in countries with
foreign language learning during compulsory education are more likely to migrate to a
country where the target language is spoken. Technically, our estimation strategy could be
described as a multidimensional difference in difference (DiD) approach. The traditional
DiD approach compares the evolution of a treated unit to the evolution of an untreated
unit to capture the effect of the treatment. However, we depart from the traditional DiD
approach and extend it in two ways: (i) we make use of more than two dimensions and
(ii) we include more than one treated group, each group with different treatments. Con-
clusions derived from a traditional DiD estimation could be misleading because within
such a restricted framework we could only compare two countries: (i) country T where
a younger cohort K+1 studied the language of country L but where an older cohort K
did not study it and (ii) country C where none of the two cohorts studied the language
of country L. If we only took first differences we would observe cohort-specific migration
rates from country T to country L. We would thus attribute any differences in migration
rates between the two cohorts to the educational reforms occurred in country T. However,
there are other reasons why cohorts differ in their propensities to migrate. Hence, in order
to disentangle the effect of language skills on migration from generational propensities to
migrate we could also consider differences in migration rates between the two cohorts in
country C. Then, using differences in (cohort) differences in migration rates in countries
T and C, we would obtain an estimate of the impact of language skills on migration which
is not affected by generational factors.

However, this traditional DiD method is only valid under the assumption that gener-
ational factors affect migration similarly in countries C and T. Again this assumption
might be too restrictive. In order to increase the reliability of our estimation we in-
clude destination country and year as additional dimensions. Controlling for the country
of destination allow us to compare migration decisions of individuals from two different
countries where different foreign languages are studied. Including year of migration, on
the other hand, allow us to capture additional push and pull factors of migration that
change over time. Hence, we also exploit the fact that language instruction reforms hap-
pen at different times, and thus affect different cohorts and languages. In our estimation,
we thus deal with a large number of exposed and non-exposed groups of individuals, be-
cause we take into account the educational policy changes that affected foreign language
learning in compulsory education over the last decades in those EU countries for which
data is available.
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3 Data

We use Eurostat’s database on migration among EU countries. In particular we look at
the flow and stock of immigrants in t− 1 by 5-year age groups in destination countries in
2008, 2009, and 2010. Destination countries that provide this data are the following 24
countries: Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Fin-
land, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg,
Macedonia, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden. For
Germany and Austria, data for 2009 and 2010 is missing and we complement it with data
from the Statistisches Bundesamt [2013] and Statistik Austria [2013], respectively. Data
for the UK come from the International Passenger Survey provided by the UK Office for
National Statistics, ONS [2013]. Note that data for migration flows to France, Greece,
Malta, and Portugal is not available. Hence, we have information on 25 destination coun-
tries and 29 countries of origin - all destination countries plus France, Greece, Malta,
and Portugal. Eurostat also provides information on unemployment rates by age groups.
For our analysis we only consider individuals between 25 and 44. To avoid picking up
temporary migration related to studying abroad, we restrict our sample to individuals of
working age (> 25 years). In many countries, for individuals older than 44, i.e. those
born before 1964, it is unclear that language learning (or even compulsory schooling) was
enforced.

Our data on exposure to foreign languages in compulsory education come from the Euro-
pean Commission’s Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA) [2012].
We use data from the European’s Commission’s Directorate-General for Education and
Culture [2001] to construct a database including information on the starting age for study-
ing foreign languages during compulsory education. Educational reforms that have oc-
curred during the last decades imply that individuals of different cohorts may have been
exposed or not to foreign languages during compulsory education. There are also differ-
ences in the choice of foreign languages studied over time. For instance, in Spain French
used to be the first foreign language studied during secondary education. Three decades
ago however, students began studying English as the first foreign language. In former
communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe, Russian has been replaced by En-
glish as the first foreign language. These changes generate within- and across-country
variation in the exposure to foreign languages. Our data set contains this information by
age group and country of origin.

Our age restriction implies that individuals in all countries - with the exception of Belgium
and some Central and Eastern European countries (Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia,
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Hungary, Latvia, Macedonia, Slovakia, and Slovenia) - were exposed to English as a first
foreign language. In Central and Eastern Europe the change from Russian to English as
the first foreign language was clearly driven by the end of communism, which in itself had
important implications for migration flows. Given that we consider migration in years
2008-2010, most of the initial emigration boom is likely to have ebbed out. Even if that
were not the case, in our estimation we compare migration decisions of individuals who
were and those who were not exposed to English as a foreign language. If the end of
communism were still the main driving force for migration in 2008-2010, then - control-
ling for differences in age - we should not observe any marked differences in migration
decisions between the two groups. For instance, comparing two individuals from the same
ex-communist country, one born in 1980 and another one born in 1977, the former was
exposed to English as a foreign language while the latter was not. If both individuals mi-
grated to the UK or Ireland origin-destination-fixed effects would capture their decision,
and it would not contribute to our estimated effect of language proficiency on migration.
Only in case the younger, but not the older, individual migrated to the UK or Ireland
would we attribute his migration decision to the newly acquired English skills.

As mentioned before, exposure to compulsory second foreign language differs across coun-
tries. The most widely taught second foreign languages in Europe are French, German,
and Spanish. Italian is taught in fewer countries. We also take into account that there are
countries where studying a second foreign language is not part of compulsory education,
and that students in Finland learn Swedish as a foreign language.

Table 3.1 provides summary statistics - mean, standard deviation and minimum and
maximum values - for our variables. We have observations for 6,784 combinations of ori-
gin*destination*age*year.11 Around 148 individuals in each age group from each country
of origin migrate each year to one of the destination countries. However, there is large
variation. Individuals from some age groups and countries of origin do not migrate to
certain countries. On the other hand, the inflow of individuals from some age groups and
countries of origin is 100 times more common compared to the mean. In particular, 19,000
Polish immigrants of age 25-29 entered the UK in 2010. Around 8-9% of our observations
- cells defined by the combination of origin, destination, age, and year - are treated, i.e.
exposed to the language of the destination country during compulsory education. We
have slightly more observations for 2008 than for 2009 or 2010. Regarding differences
in unemployment rates by age groups we observe the maximum difference of almost 40

11In total we should have 8,700 observations. Unfortunately, we were not able to complement the
following missing data for destination countries: for 2009 and 2010 for Croatia, Cyprus, Macedonia,
Poland; for 2008 and 2010 for Belgium; for 2010 for the Netherlands. The remaining missing data refers
to single observations; for instance for half of all countries migration from Liechtenstein is missing.
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Table 3.1: Summary statistics

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.
imm flow origin-destination by age group 148.098 591.050 0 19000
treated 0.086 0.278 0 1
age group 25-29 0.252 0.434 0 1
age group 30-34 0.252 0.434 0 1
age group 35-39 0.248 0.432 0 1
age group 40-44 0.248 0.432 0 1
year: 2008 0.382 0.486 0 1
year: 2009 0.317 0.465 0 1
year: 2010.0000 0.301 0.459 0 1
diff. unemploy. origin -destination by age, 1.112 5.742 -38.7 29.8
stock imm origin-destination by age, 508.466 2447.845 0 41744

N=6784; Differences in unemployment rates and the stock of immigrants refer to years t − 1, i.e 2007,
2008, 2009. Sources: Eurostat, Statistisches Bundesamt [2013], Statistik Austria [2013], ONS [2013],
European Commission’s Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA) [2012], Euro-
pean’s Commission’s Directorate-General for Education and Culture [2001]; own calculations

percentage points between unemployment rates in the Netherlands and Macedonia for
individuals aged 25-29 in 2008. Measured one year before migration, the average number
of immigrants of a certain age group and from a certain country of origin is around 500,
i.e. more than three times the average annual inflow. In some countries there are no
immigrants of a specific age group from a certain EU country, while there are 41,744
immigrants from France age 40-44 in Spain.

4 Results

As mentioned before for the case of Spain, over the last decades English has replaced
French as the first foreign language in a variety of countries. In fact, before 1973 when
Britain joined the EU, French used to be the most commonly used working language
in the EU, see Gazzola [2006]. Today English is clearly the EU’s dominant tongue, see
Phillipson [2003]. Thus, younger cohorts of individuals are more likely to have learned
English as a foreign language during compulsory education, and they are more likely to
migrate to English speaking countries. Older cohorts on the other hand, learned French
and would prefer to migrate to French speaking countries. Table 4.2 provides statistics on
the ratio of young (< 34) to old (> 35) EU immigrants in different countries. We observe
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a high ratio of young to old immigrants, in particular in the UK but also in Ireland.
This ratio is lower in Belgium. While this age composition might also be driven by other
migration motives, we conjecture that part of these observed differences might be driven
by differences in language proficiency of distinct cohorts.

Table 4.2: Ratio of “young” to “old” EU immigrants, 2010

Country of Destination Number of Immigrants young(< 34)/old (> 35)

Austria 26,809 1.676

Belgium 25,086 1.69

Czech Republic 7,960 2.109

Denmark 6,907 2.812

Estonia 210 1.188

Finland 3,596 1.801

Germany 99,083 1.55

Ireland 7,335 3.376

Italy 12,094 1.724

Latvia 368 1.629

Liechtenstein 131 1.339

Lithuania 56 1.333

Luxembourg 6,311 1.61

Norway 19,906 2.192

Slovakia 2,860 1.226

Slovenia 1,548 1.183

Spain 31,537 1.705

Sweden 11,825 2.041

United Kingdom 59,000 5.556

Eurostat [2012d]; own calculations

Table 4.3 contains the estimation results of our model that considers exposure to a for-
eign language during compulsory education as an instrument for language proficiency. In
particular, we consider how having been exposed to English, French, and German during
compulsory education raises the odds of migrating to the UK, Ireland, Belgium, Ger-
many, or Austria. For individuals in Portugal, Greece, France, and Italy we also consider
if having been exposed to Spanish increase the odds of migrating to Spain. Finally, for
individuals in Malta we consider if having been exposed to Italian increase the odds of
migrating to Italy. Our results show that this is clearly the case. The coefficient of in-
terest remains stable even after controlling for destination country, country of origin, age
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group, and year effects as well as all their first order interactions and some second order
interactions. We find that speaking the language of a host country increases migration to
that country almost fivefold. Exposure to language learning during compulsory education
increases the number of individuals of a cohort that migrate to the country where the
language is spoken by 544 per year, a magnitude similar to the standard deviation of the
number of immigrants in the sample.

Table 4.3: Results

(1) (2) (3) (4)
treated 813.91 521.079 523.899 544.316

(339.438)∗∗ (236.434)∗∗ (260.825)∗∗ (273.013)∗∗

Destination by age X X X
Destination by year X X X
Origin by year X X X
Origin by age X X X
Destination by origin by year X X
Destination by age by year X
Obs. 6784 6784 6784 6784
R2 0.762 0.843 0.868 0.872

The dependent variable is the number of immigrants, the variable treated identifies the cohorts from
the country of origin who were exposed to learning the language of the country of destination during
compulsory schooling. The coefficients are marked with * if the level of significance is between 5% and
10%, ** if the level of significance is between 1% and 5% and *** if the level of significance is less than
1%. All regressions contain year-fixed effects, age indicators, binary variables for each pair of origin and
destination countries, dummies for each combination of age and year, a variable for differences in lagged
unemployment rate between origin and destination countries and the stock of co-nationals from each
cohort in the destination country in the previous period. Errors are clustered by origin-destination-age.

However, educational reforms related to foreign language learning might be endogenous to
migration if differences in unemployment rates between origin and destination countries
jointly determine reforms and migration patterns. Governments might decide to start
teaching a foreign language trying to encourage migration to certain countries with lower
unemployment rates where the foreign languages in question are spoken. For instance,
given the current economic situation in their countries of origin, migration by Portuguese,
Spanish, and Greek citizens to Germany has increased over the last years (see Figure A-3
of the Appendix A). If this increase in migration led governments to strengthen teach-
ing of German at compulsory levels, we would observe a further rise in migration that
would ultimately be caused by the differences in unemployment rates rather than by the
improved language skills.
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The OECD [2013] provides series of unemployment rates from 1956 onwards. We consider
differences in unemployment rates between countries that implemented reforms in foreign
language teaching and countries where these languages are spoken. Table 4.4 provides
average differences in unemployment rate five years prior to reforms and ten years before
and after the reform. Negative differences indicate that unemployment in the country car-
rying out the educational reform was lower than in the country where the foreign language
is spoken. In these cases we can completely disregard the concern that reforms might be
driven by governments desire to encourage migration to these countries. In general, we
do not observe any clear relation between educational reforms and unemployment rates.
Governments’ educational reforms regarding foreign languages in compulsory education
do not seem to react to unemployment. On the contrary, most reforms seem to have taken
place in periods of low relative unemployment.

Table 4.4: Relationship: Language Learning and Differences in Unemployment Rates

Belgium Denmark* France Italy Portugal Sweden Greece

Year Reform (t) 1971 1961 1985 1995 1990 1982 1981

Differences U-Rates:

with Germany t + 10/t− 10 1.98 0.93 1.87 2.84 -0.65 -6.03 0.19

with Germany t− 6/t− 1 1.32 1.67 1.41 4.18 0.62 -1.40 -1.60

with Austria t + 10/t− 10 2.11 0.03 4.63 6.86 2.82 -0.02 2.19

with Austria t− 6/t− 1 0.58 0.96 4.17 7.26 3.60 0.31 0.13

with France t + 10/t− 10 - 0.73 - 1.56 -2.57 -3.94 -1.47

with France t− 6/t− 1 - 3.04 - 1.80 -2.32 -3.14 -2.93

with Belgium t + 10/t− 10 - -0.17 - 0.49 -4.72 -6.03 -3.52

with Belgium t− 6/t− 1 - 0.96 - 0.08 -4.17 -5.74 -5.19

with Spaint + 10/t− 10 - - -8.04 -6.69 -12.24 - -7.29

with Spain t− 6/t− 1 - - -8.54 -8.73 -12.91 - -5.40

Data: OECD [2013]; for Denmark average differences in unemployment 5 years before and 10 years after
reform; negative differences indicate higher unemployment rates in Germany, Austria, France, Belgium,
Spain.

Maybe differences in unemployment rates do not capture well enough differences in coun-
tries’ economic situations that make individuals migrate from their host country to a
certain destination country. In that case there could still exist some concern that for-
eign language teaching and migration be related both ways, with governments reforming
foreign language curricula in order to facilitate their citizen’s emigration to other coun-
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tries. However, educational reforms take at least 5-15 years to show any effect while most
governments’ mandates are restricted to 4 years, making this strategy rather unlikely.
In addition, we argue that introducing or strengthening teaching of foreign languages
requires increased government spending. Hence, such policies are rather unlikely to be
implemented in situations of economic crisis and fiscal austerity, but are more likely to
happen in times of budget surpluses. Similar to a luxury good, spending on foreign lan-
guage teaching is likely to increase with sound public finances rather than with migration
outflows.

To the best of our knowledge there does not exist any established theory on the political
economy of reforming foreign language curricula. This is why we consider various his-
torical reforms to check for any evidence of reversed causality. When looking at reforms
in Japan related to English as a foreign language, most arguments concern the need for
communication with the rest of the world. There are also examples of reforms that are
related to pedagogical concerns rather than economic ones. For instance, a recent reform
in Japan that reduced hours of – among other subjects – foreign languages intended to
provide students with more flexibility for their curricula, see Butler and Iino [2005]. The
historical motive for foreign language teaching (English) in China, after the end of the
Mao era, and as stated by Deng Xiaoping, was to enable citizens to acquire the latest
know-how related to scientific and technical knowledge, see Hu [2005]. If this knowledge is
acquired by studying abroad, then indeed foreign language teaching will foster migration.
However, many scholarship programs that explicitly include return clauses, and different
returnee programs seem to indicate that in general, governments are not interested in per-
manent migration of their citizens. In England and Wales, from September 2014 onwards,
foreign language learning will become compulsory for students age 7-14, see Department
for Education [2013]. All maintained schools will have to offer one of the following for-
eign languages: French, German, Italian, Mandarin, Spanish, Latin, or Ancient Greek.
For the last two languages we can clearly dismiss any concern about reversed causality.
Furthermore, there is no predetermined choice for one particular foreign language by the
government. The list of languages was elaborated based on responses by stakeholder (ed-
ucation authorities, parents etc.) regarding most popular foreign languages. Responses
by stakeholder furthermore revealed the following arguments in favor of learning a foreign
language: (1) greater understanding and tolerance of other people, cultures and societies,
and broadening of minds to an increasingly international environment, (2) to support the
development of literacy skills in English and to enhance problem solving skills demanded
by other areas of the curriculum, (3) beneficial to the global economic competitiveness
and for filling the country’s skill gap in this area.

Governments’ motivations for reforming foreign language teaching stem from a need to
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improve their citizens’ overall human capital. Foreign language proficiency is crucial for
working in a globalized world and in particular in sectors such as tourism or trade, science,
international relations, or media. There are no indications that in times of high unemploy-
ment governments respond to increased migration to a certain country by improving its
citizens’ language skills of that particular country. On the contrary, to guarantee the sus-
tainability of the pension system, governments need a large and highly qualified working
population. Fostering emigration to reduce the negative effect of unemployment benefits
on the social security system, seems rather short-sided in comparison. Furthermore, com-
mon to all reforms mentioned, they are part of larger educational reforms affecting other
subjects (e.g maths, history, etc.). It is unlikely that the timing of educational reforms is
driven by aspects of foreign language learning only. Moreover, many educational reforms
are clearly linked to changes in governing parties, and some are motivated by ideological
differences between parties, with the public debate oftentimes focusing on subjects such
as religion or history.

5 Conclusion

There are huge differences in youth unemployment rates across Europe. Migration does
not seem to react sufficiently to these differences. Comparing European and US migration
rates suggests that differences in languages across European countries might be important
for explaining why European labor is relatively immobile. In addition, results from gravity
models for migration suggest an important influence of language and linguistic distance
on migration. However, linguistic distance is typically considered a static characteristic.
Learning a foreign language is a way to overcome this distance. Language skill acquisition
thus adds a dynamic dimension to linguistic distance. In this chapter we provide an anal-
ysis of the impact of foreign language learning during compulsory education on migration
flows across Europe. In line with previous literature, our results suggest a positive impact
of common language on migration probabilities. In particular, we find that speaking the
language of a country increases the likelihood to migrate to that country almost fivefold.

Moreover, in its dynamic version linguistic distance becomes a policy variable. By chang-
ing the curricula of foreign language learning during compulsory education governments
can determine their citizens’ foreign language proficiency and ultimately influence their
migration decisions. In this sense, governments may be taking into account already ex-
isting trends in migration or differences between countries’ labor markets when designing
foreign language curricula for compulsory education. However, we check this last point
and find no evidence for such a relationship.
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We consider this analysis a starting point for a broader study of other factors that could
help to explain the link between language proficiency and migration. For instance, within
our framework we have not considered the difficulty of acquiring a certain foreign lan-
guage. While we conjecture that the magnitude of our estimated result is likely to differ
by linguistic distance between acquired language and mother tongue, adding this aspect
to our framework suggests an interesting road for future research. Furthermore, for some
highly qualified employees the language of the workplace is English, independently of
their country of residence. Within our suggested framework, it could be interesting to
analyze, whether proficient English speakers choose to migrate to countries where their
skills are less common, but highly demanded; for instance if individuals from English
speaking countries tend to migrate to countries with few proficient English speakers, as
for instance China, see Economist [2006].
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A Appendix

Figure A-1: Share of EU-27 foreigners among total population by country
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Data: Eurostat [2013], own calculations.

Figure A-2: Share of young EU-27 foreigners among total young (20-29 years)
population by country
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Figure A-3: Recent migration from Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Spain to Germany
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Figure A-4: Percentage of Students learning foreign languages in selected EU countries
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