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among Immigrants in Spain 
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acquisition of Spanish language skills for immigrants in Spain. The motivation of the paper is 
threefold. Language skills are important for an individual’s labour market performance, Spain 
offers an important non-English speaking country instance and the main novelty of our paper 
is to explore the impact of speaking multiple foreign languages on host language learning for 
immigrants. The results reveal a strong positive association between multilingualism and the 
probability of reporting good or very good Spanish language proficiency for immigrants in 
Spain. 
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1. Introduction and background 

It was not until the 1980s that economists began to study and consider immigrant 

language skills as a form of human capital and analyzed it in its economic perspective 

(Carliner, 1981; McManus, Gould, & Welch, 1983; Tainer, 1988). Following Gary 

Becker’s theory of human capital, greater fluency in the destination language is 

expected to enhance earnings among immigrants. Host language proficiency enhances 

productivity on the job by making the worker more efficient in performing particular 

tasks and/or by reducing the cost of communication within the firm. Moreover, 

proficient workers are in a better position to obtain information about job opportunities 

and earnings, and to transmit information about their skills to employers. Immigrants 

with greater fluency in the dominant language are also more efficient consumers for a 

number of reasons. They can, for example, communicate with a wider range of 

merchants, read advertising, labels and directions more efficiently. As a consequence 

they can pay a lower real price than immigrants lacking language proficiency and 

thereby attain a higher level of utility from their constrained expenditures. There is in 

fact a significant literature examining how English language proficiency affects 

earnings positively in the US, Canada, the UK and Australia (Carliner, 1981, McManus 

et al., 1983, Grenier, 1984, Tainer, 1988, Rivera-Batiz, 1992, Chiswick, 1991, 

Dustmann & Fabbri, 2003, Lui, 2007, Chiswick & Miller, 1999, 2010). Likewise, 

Dustmann & van Soest (2001, 2002) for Germany, several studies in Israel (Chiswick, 

1998, Chiswick & Repetto, 2001, Berman et al. 2003) and Budría and Swedberg (2014) 

for Spain show the positive effect of host language proficiency on immigrant earnings.  

In spite of the significant number of studies analyzing the determinants of host language 



proficiency of immigrants, most studies using census data on destination language 

proficiency have been carried out in three predominantly English-speaking countries – 

Australia, Canada and the United States (Chiswick and Miller 1994, 1995, 1998, 2001, 

2008, Epenshade and Fu, 1997, Shields and Price 2002, Chiswick, Lee and Miller, 

2004, 2005, Tubergen and Kalmijn, 2009, Kulkarni and Hu, 2014, Rebhun, 2014). In 

non-English speaking countries, research has also been performed for Hebrew language 

acquisition in Israel (Chiswick, 1998, Chiswick and Repetto, 2001, Raijman 2013) and 

for German fluency among immigrants in Germany (Dustmann, 1994, Isophording and 

Otten, 2013). 

The purpose of this paper is to explore the determinants of Spanish language acquisition 

among immigrants in Spain. The motivation of the paper is threefold. First, the process 

of acquiring an additional language can be affected by the fact that learners have 

learned a foreign language previously. The impact of multilingualism may show up in 

the development of more sophisticated learning methods, a wider array of 

communicative strategies and stronger metalinguistic and cultural awareness 

(Bialystock, 1988). Being multilingual enhances cognitive and sensory processing 

which in turn leads to a clearer signal for learning. Research in Spain (Sanz, 2000) and 

in other countries (Cenoz 2013) from a pshycolinguistic perspective shows that being 

bilingual strengthens subsequent foreign language acquisition for native speakers. A 

recent report by the European Comission (2009) on multilingualism concludes that 

thinking, learning, problem solving and communicating show signs of enhancement 

through multilingualism. Additionally, there are changes in the neurological processing 

and brain structure of multilingual individuals. These people posses a bilingual 

advantage that affects their subcortical brain areas traditionally associated with sensory 



processing (Marian and Shook, 2012). This paper explicitly test whether, conditional on 

a vast array of socio-economic characteristics, multilingual immigrants are more prone 

to become proficient in Spanish.  

Secondly, given that language skills affect an individual’s labour market performance, 

the immigrants’ income and poverty levels will be greatly influenced by their language 

proficiency. This will ultimately affect their social and cultural integration to the host 

country society. It has been shown that immigrants experience a negative wage gap with 

respect to natives and this initial gap decreases gradually as immigrants learn the host 

language. The degree of earnings assimilation is found to differ across studies (Hu, 

2000, Friedberg, 2002, Lubotsky, 2007, Adsera & Chiswick, 2007, Beenstock et al. 

2010). Amuedo-Dorantes & de la Rica (2007) find that there is a 15% wage gap 

reduction in their initial 5 years of residence for immigrants in Spain. Likewise 

Lacuesta et al. (2009) find that the initial wage differential with respect to natives with 

the same observable characteristics decreases with time spent in Spain. According to 

their estimates, assimilation of legal immigrants occurs rapidly, with a 50% reduction of 

the initial wage gap in the first 5-6 years since their arrival. All in all, the native-

immigrant wage gap partly reflects the fact that migrants cannot fully use their human 

capital attributes. While the focus of the present paper is not on the impact of language 

fluency on earnings and the degree of assimilation experienced by immigrants, it 

addresses the learning process of one of the most important human capital components 

in the country of residence: language ability. Immigrants who possess strong language 

proficiency are also less likely to be overqualified at their job (Blázquez & Rendón, 

2012), most likely because they are more efficient in seeking and obtaining employment 

where their skills are most highly rewarded. Because it fulfills a number of functions, 



language plays a crucial role in the immigrant’s integration process.  

Thirdly, Spain offers an important case study since most studies of host language 

proficiency acquisition have been carried out for English-speaking destinations. As 

English has become an international lingua franca it would be important to know 

whether similar patterns are found in non-English speaking countries. The findings for 

Israel and Germany parallel those of the other Anglo-Saxon countries but additional 

evidence from a Spanish-speaking country would proof very important as a test of the 

robustness of the model across destination languages. Spanish is the fourth most widely 

spoken language in the world by number of speakers and the second most widely 

spoken language by number of native speakers. Moreover, the great majority of the 

research has been carried out in countries with a long tradition and history of 

immigration, whereas in Spain the great bulk of immigrants arrived after 1998. This 

makes the immigrants in Spain more homogenous in terms of time spent in the host 

country and degree of social and economic assimilation. Furthermore, the case of Spain 

is particularly interesting, due to the massive migration flows experienced over the past 

decade. According to the OECD (2013) the stock of foreign-born population increased 

from 4.9% of the total population in 2000 to 14.6% in 2011, which represents 6.738.000 

immigrants. As a result Spain ranks fifth among OECD countries in stocks of foreign-

born population.  However, the economic downturn initiated in the third quarter of 2008 

has slowed down migration inflows significantly and increased migration outflows 

substantially. As a result of the decline in new entries (OECD, 2013) and the increase in 

return migration and emigration due to worsening labour market conditions, Spain 

experienced negative net migration in 2011 for the first time since 1990. In particular 

Colombians, Ecuadorians, Bolivians and Peruvians accounted for almost half of the 



leavers in 2013 (INE, 2014). Indeed language may play a crucial role in return 

migration since five of the 10 largest immigrant populations in Spain come from 

Spanish-speaking countries. Since there are no other Spanish-speaking countries in the 

EU and Spaniards show very poor foreign language skills (Eurobarometer 2012), many 

young Spaniards tend to stay in Spain competing for jobs with Spanish-speaking 

immigrants. 

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews the theoretical considerations. 

Section 3 describes the dataset, the estimating sample and the Spanish language 

proficiency question. 

2. Theoretical considerations 

Immigrant destination language can be analyzed within the human capital framework. 

In this context, the acquisition of host language skills has benefits that affect 

consumption and labor market outcomes as mentioned earlier, but there is also a 

financial cost of acquiring these skills as well as an opportunity cost derived from the 

foregone earnings while learning the host language. In fact these investments are made 

in anticipation of future benefits that may be in the form of higher earnings in the labor 

market, lower costs of consumption, greater political involvement or larger social 

networks, to name just a few. 

Following Chiswick and Miller -1992, 1998, and 2008, we categorize the various 

factors that affect the acquisition of foreign language skills as exposure, efficiency, and 

economic incentives. We now summarize their main hypothesis. Exposure can happen 

either before or after immigration. Pre-immigration exposure depends on the degree to 



which the destination language is used in the origin country and the study of the 

language in the home country. Post-immigration exposure will mainly depend on the 

duration of residence, assuming that the immigrant has lived in the country 

continuously. A quadratic form will also be added to the model to capture the effect of 

an additional year in the destination country since the effect of duration is likely to be 

non-linear and decreasing. In other words, proficiency increases rapidly in the first 

years, but at a decreasing rate. An immigrant has a stronger incentive to invest in 

foreign languages shortly after arrival to benefit from better language proficiency in the 

labor market and in consumption activities as soon as possible. 

Furthermore, the different languages spoken by the household members may also 

impact the individual’s host language proficiency. Chiswick, Lee, and Miller (2005) 

show strong correlations between the different family members’ dominant language 

fluency skills. In particular, they show that correlations in destination language 

proficiency are stronger between spouses than between parents and children. Thomas 

(2010) shows that English proficiency among African immigrants in the U.S. is more 

strongly associated with their mother’s than with their father’s host language 

proficiency and that their English language ability increases with the number of 

English-proficient siblings in the household. Likewise, Medvedeva (2012) suggests that 

adolescent language choices in parent-child interactions in the U.S. tend to reflect their 

parents’ ability to speak the destination language rather than their own preferences. 

Finally Goza and Kawamura (2013) argue that among Japanese-American young 

immigrants those whose mothers were born in Asia are more likely to speak Japanese 

than those with only an Asian-born father. Moreover, when marriage takes place after 

migration, it is more likely that the spouse is not proficient in the immigrant’s mother 



language and this may facilitate the use and learning of the destination language.  

Children have greater exposure to the destination language and culture than do their 

parents. Being at school and arriving at a younger age allows them to learn a new 

language quicker than their parents. As a consequence the impact of children on their 

parents’ destination language acquisition is significant, but complex. On the one hand, 

more rapid learning of the destination language amongst children may enable them to 

teach their parents the dominant language skills. On the other hand, children may serve 

as translators, reducing the incentive for their parents to learn the destination language. 

Since the latter impact is more likely to happen in consumption activities rather than 

work activities, mothers are more likely to be negatively affected. Children may also 

affect labor supply, especially among females, reducing the chance and incentive to 

acquire foreign language skills. Finally, parents who seek to transmit the culture of their 

home country to their children may encourage the learning of the home language to 

enable them to communicate with their grandparents and cousins or facilitate return 

migration in the future, limiting the chance to develop destination language skills 

amongst family members. Children thus have positive (teaching) and negative (the rest) 

effects on their parents’ host language acquisition. As a consequence, the net impact is 

ambiguous and may differ between genders. The impact is more likely to be negative 

for the mother. Chiswick, Lee and Miller (2005) find that having children has a negative 

impact on the mother’s destination language proficiency, but not on the father’s.  

Interestingly, our data includes information on whether the immigrant has children and 

if their children are fluent in Spanish. We include both variables for the immigrants’ 

children; this allows us to separate the positive teaching effect of having host language 



proficient children from the three negative effects mentioned earlier. 

Efficiency also differs between immigrants since some individuals find it easier to learn 

a language than others. This may be an important factor in destination language 

acquisition. An immigrant that arrived older age is expected to show a weaker foreign 

language acquisition since younger individuals seem to have a greater capacity to learn 

languages for biological reasons (Service, 1993).  There seems to be a critical age 

threshold beyond which an immigrant’s learning of a foreign language may become 

considerably more difficult. Cognitive scientists refer to this as the critical period 

hypothesis according to which there is a critical age range in which individuals learn 

languages more easily and after which language acquisition is more difficult. 

Behavioral evidence has been supportive of this hypothesis: late learners tend to attain a 

lower level of language proficiency. While there is no general consensus on the critical 

period age, most studies find supportive evidence of the critical period hypothesis, with 

the range between 5 and 15 (Chiswick & Miller, 2008a). Moreover, educational 

attainment is expected to have a positive impact on foreign language acquisition. More 

educated individuals may have a greater learning ability (innate or acquired in school) 

or other unobserved variables (motivation) that enhance both educational attainment 

and language skill acquisition. Additionally, an individual’s mother tongue and its 

distance to the destination language (Spanish) will also affect foreign language 

acquisition. The linguistic distance between other Romance languages including French, 

Romanian, Portuguese, Italian and Spanish is considerably smaller that between non-

Romance languages and Spanish. According to Ethnologue: Languages of the World 

(2009), Spanish shares 89% of lexical similarity with Portuguese, 82% with Italian, 

75% with French and 71% with Romanian. The shorter the linguistic distance between 



the mother tongue and the destination language, the greater the efficiency learning a 

destination language. Chiswick and Miller (1998, 2005) develop a quantitative measure 

of the distance between English and a set of other languages. In particular, they create 

an index for English, based on the ability of Americans to learn a variety of foreign 

languages in a given period of time. More recently, Isophording and Otten (2013) have 

used the Levenshtein distance to analyze the effect of linguistic distance on the 

acquisition of host language proficiency in the US, Germany and Spain. Both studies 

show that linguistic distance has a negative impact on immigrant’s language 

proficiency. Linguistic distance may actually be related to the self-selection of 

immigrants. An example is the large amount of Romanians moving to Spain in the 

period 2001-2009. Romanians have become the largest immigrant group in Spain. 

Romanian is a Romance language and its proximity to Spanish makes language 

acquisition easier for Romanian immigrants. Interestingly Chiswick, Benstock and 

Repetto (2001) separate country of origin effects from language of origin effects in the 

acquisition of Hebrew language skills in Israel. Their results show that immigrants from 

most language origins are less proficient in Hebrew than those from Arabic-speaking 

countries. Arabic is the closest language to Hebrew, which is consistent with its Semitic 

origin. Interestingly, English speakers are the least proficient in speaking, reading and 

writing Hebrew as they make slower progress than others towards Hebrew language 

acquisition. These findings point to the existence of linguistic distance effects in 

destination language acquisition. The disadvantage for English speakers may derive 

from the fact that English is an international language and therefore reduces the 

incentive for immigrants to learn Hebrew. Their analysis shows the importance of both 

country of origin and linguistic distance in foreign language learning. Last but not least 



multilingual individuals are better prepared to learn additional foreign languages since 

they have developed more sophisticated learning methods, have a wider array of 

communicative strategies and possess stronger metalinguistic and cultural awareness. 

To our knowledge, the inclusion of the number of foreign languages spoken by 

immigrants as a determinant of host language acquisition has not been used in previous 

research. 

The third set of factors includes economic incentives. The longer the expected period of 

residency in the destination country, the stronger the incentive for immigrants to acquire 

host language skills will be. Dustmann (1999) uses data from the German Socio-

Economic Panel to analyze whether temporary immigrants’ acquisition of language 

skills is sensitive to their intended duration of residence in the host country. His results 

show clearly that those who intend to remain permanently have a higher chance of 

being proficient in the host language. We include a variable on whether the immigrant is 

planning to return to his home country in the next 5 years. Language fluency is thus 

negatively affected by the migrant’s propensity to return. This suggests that immigrants 

who plan to remain a longer period of time in the host country have a stronger incentive 

to invest in human capital. 

Finally, additional differences amongst immigrants may be captured by a variable that 

shows their region of origin. These differences may include the quality and 

transferability of education, work experience received in their home country or the 

economic and political environment at the time of migration. 



3. Data and definition of variables  

The data is taken from the Spanish National Immigrant Survey (Encuesta Nacional de 

Inmigrantes), a large-scale immigration survey carried out by the Spanish National 

Statistics Institute. The data collection was conducted between November 2006 and 

February 2007 and was based on the Municipal Census (Padrón Municipal). The 

original survey sample comprises approximately 15,500 individuals. The NIS provides 

detailed information on the socio-demographic characteristics of immigrants and their 

residential and work experience at home and in Spain. Immigrants are defined as any 

individual born abroad (regardless of their nationality) who at the time of being 

interviewed had reached at least 16 years of age and had resided in Spain for at least a 

year or longer or had the intention to remain in the country for at least a year1.  

The estimating sample consists of immigrant men and women originally from non-

Spanish speaking countries that are between 18 and 65 years old. A separate analysis is 

carried out for men and women due to potential gender differences derived from 

exposure and economic incentives. Because men are more likely to participate in the 

labor market than women, they have more incentives to learn the language, and, as they 

are employed, are also more strongly exposed to the destination language (Epenshade 

and Fu, 1997). However, gender differences may vary across immigrant groups. We 

will note the cases in which the direction or the strength of the estimated coefficients 

varies significantly between men and women. Dropping observations, including item 

non-response, leaves us with a final sample of 3,451 men and 3,085 women.  

                                                 
1 Target population of the NIS. 



Fortunately, the Spanish National Immigrant Survey used for this article includes 

questions on the number and types of foreign languages spoken by immigrants in Spain. 

This allows us to include the number of foreign languages spoken as a unique and 

distinct variable to analyze the acquisition of Spanish language proficiency amongst 

immigrants in Spain. To our knowledge, this variable has never been taken into 

consideration in previous studies that analyze the acquisition of host language 

knowledge.  

3.1 Spanish proficiency 

The Spanish proficiency question on the NIS is:  

• Thinking of what you need for communicating at work, at the bank, with the public 

authorities/administration. How well do you speak Spanish? 

Answers range from 1 (‘very well’) to 4 (‘need to improve’). These responses were used 

to define SP, a dummy variable that takes value one if the immigrant speaks Spanish 

adequately (1-very well, well), zero otherwise2.  

The use of subjective evaluations is standard in the field, partly due to the high costs of 

test-based assessments of language ability. Admittedly respondents may have different 

perceptions under identical circumstances of how well they speak a foreign language. 

This notwithstanding, subjective questions are typically found to be highly correlated 
                                                 
2 The standard procedure in the literature is to establish one category for very well and well and another 

one for the rest (Dustmann 1997, Chiswick, Lee and Miller 2005, Isophording and Otten 2013. A 

dichotomous dependent variable reduces the probability of misclassification and, therefore, the extent of 

bias (Dustmann and van Soest, 2001). Results under the alternative classification 1 against 2-4 are 

available upon request. 



with scores from tests designed to accurately measure language skills as well as 

functional measures of language skills’ (Bleakley & Chin, 2010).  

Table 1 shows frequencies and percentages by language proficiency level for men and 

women. Nearly 73% of the total sample reports being proficient in Spanish, whereas the 

remaining 17% has more limited host language fluency. There are minor disparities 

between the two sub-samples. Interestingly women are slightly more proficient than 

men, with 40.93% of women speaking Spanish very well while just 38.84% of men 

show strong language ability. 

Respondents in the NIS are also asked to self-assess (yes/no) whether they possess a 

satisfactory skill level in different areas, including comprehension, speaking, reading 

and writing 3 . In order to minimize concerns about the over-reporting of language 

ability, some studies define language proficiency as the self-reported ability to read and 

write (Casale & Posel, 2011) or the ability to speak and write (Di Paolo, 2011). 

Moreover, the available evidence suggests that different areas of knowledge may have. 

In spite of the potential interest, the present paper does not attempt to differentiate 

between different types of skills. The main reason is a practical one: the information 

included in the NIS on comprehension, speaking, reading and writing is provided on a 

yes/no basis, and as many as 99.8% (comprehension), 100% (speaking), 92.0% 

(reading) and 84.8% (writing) of the sample answer 'yes' to the corresponding question. 
                                                 
3 The precise wording of the question is: "Besides_________(mother tongue), what other languages do 

you know? Tell me up to a maximum of six languages, in the event that you know more". Then, the 

following sequence is repeated 6 times: Language_____________. Comprehension? 1. Yes. 2. No; can 

you speak this language? 1. Yes. 2. No; can you read in this language? 1. Yes. 2. No; can you write in 

this language? 1. Yes. 2. No. Immigrants whose mother tongue is Spanish are not required to provide 

such information, the underlying assumption being that they are fully proficient in the four areas. 



These figures are higher than the 72.9% of proficient immigrants that emerge from the 

central question used in the paper. Therefore, relying on these indicators provides a far 

less stringent criterion for language proficiency.  

4. Estimation strategy 

The language proficiency equation is estimated by means of a probit model. Reported 

language proficiency, SP, is assumed to be a function of a latent variable SP* that is not 

measured, is continuous, has a threshold point that determine the observed value of SP, 

and is a function of observable characteristics  

𝑆𝑃𝑖∗ = 𝑋𝑖𝛼 +𝐸𝑖𝛽 + 𝐹𝑖𝛾 + 𝐼𝑖𝛿 + 𝜀𝑖                                                    (1) 

 

X contains a vector of ones and dummy variables capturing the geographical area of origin 

(Eastern Europe, Western Europe, the Maghreb -Northern Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin-

America and the USA/Canada/Australia) and, therefore, cultural and educational regional 

differences.  Vectors E, F and I include the exposure, efficiency, and economic incentives 

variables, respectively. Specifically, E includes years since migration and its square, marital 

status (married or not), children at home (yes/no) and whether the children are proficient in 

Spanish (proficient/non-proficient). F includes age at arrival, years of schooling, Romance 

mother language (yes/no), number of foreign languages spoken by the immigrant and whether 

  (2)  if 
  if
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she lives in one of Spain's bilingual region. Finally, I captures whether the immigrant is 

planning to return to his home country in the next 5 years.  

Following the prevailing results obtained in the literature, we expect immigrants that 

arrived at an older age to be less fluent in Spanish.  The length of their period of 

residence in Spain should also be positively associated but at a decreasing rate and the 

immigrant’s level of educational attainment should be positively correlated with his 

Spanish speaking fluency. The number of children may affect the parents’ host language 

skills differently depending on their gender, but the child’s Spanish language 

proficiency is definitely expected to have a positive impact for both genders. Romance 

mother language background is positively related to linguistic distance and is therefore 

expected to have a positive impact on Spanish language acquisition and the number of 

additional foreign languages spoken by the individual are expected to have a positive 

effect on destination language learning. Finally, planning to stay in Spain more 

permanently is predicted to have a positive impact.  

Summary statistics by gender are provided in Table 2. The fraction of language 

proficient immigrants is strikingly similar between men-72.93% and women- 72.95%. 

Immigrant men are slightly older-38.5 years than women-37.4 and arrived in Spain at 

older age-26.7 years than women-27.3. As a result, immigrant men have resided in 

Spain for roughly 1.6 years longer than women. This probably reflects the fact that the 

male immigrant moves initially in order to find a job and adequate housing, and his 

female partner and children arrive later when the family is more certain to settle for a 

longer period in the destination country. Furthermore females are more educated 

educational than men and are more prevalent among Romance language speakers. This 



is mainly due to that fact that Romanian immigration is predominantly female (56%). 

The number of foreign languages spoken hardly varies between genders. A larger 

fraction of male immigrants are married and women are slightly more likely to live with 

their children. Regarding region of origin male immigrants are mainly from Western 

Europe (29%), Northern Africa (28%) and Eastern Europe (26%) while female 

immigrants are predominantly from Eastern (38%) and Western Europe (31%).  

5. Results 

Our first specification includes independent variables capturing the effect of age at 

migration, years since migration (and its square), educational attainment, whether the 

immigrant is married, has children and if their children are proficient in Spanish, if they 

live in a Spanish bilingual region and if they plan to stay in Spain more permanently. In 

the second specification we add the two language variables. One for the number of 

foreign languages that the immigrant speaks and another variable capturing whether the 

migrant’s mother language descends from Latin.  

Estimations are performed separately for men and women. Table 3 reports the 

coefficients, their standard errors and the marginal effects at the mean of the covariates 

for men and Table 4 shows the corresponding results for women. We discuss the results 

for the second specification considering that it includes the relevant language variables 

that are preeminent for our research. The results confirm a strong and statistically 

significant positive effect of speaking an additional foreign language on the probability 

of reporting good or very good Spanish language proficiency for men and women. The 

coefficients are strikingly similar for men and women, for every additional foreign 



language spoken the probability of being proficient in Spanish increases by 6.2%, for 

men and 6% for women which is equivalent to the impact three years of educational 

attainment for women and seven years of education for men. Interestingly, adjusting for 

the number of foreign languages spoken reduces the impact of education on Spanish 

language proficiency. These results appear to show that the coefficients for education 

obtained in previous studies may overestimate the impact of educational attainment on 

host language learning. Furthermore, Romance mother language influence further 

increases the probability of reporting higher Spanish language ability by 16 percentage 

points for men and 10 percentage points for women. 

As expected, education is positively associated with host language learning at around 

1% per additional year of education for men and 2% for women, which is substantially 

lower than the returns obtained for Spain and other countries (Isophording, 2012, 

Chiswick and Miller 2008b) considering that the considerably positive impact of 

multiple foreign language knowledge on host language learning has not been taken into 

account in other studies.  This shows that the effect of formal education may have been 

overstated in previous research. Moreover, the immigrant children’s host language 

proficiency has not been considered in other studies. More educated individuals are 

more likely to speak several foreign languages and their children may be more inclined 

to learn the host language more rapidly and act as teachers for their parents. 

The rest of the coefficients show similar results than those revealed by other studies and 

are in line with theoretical hypothesis. Age at migration is negatively associated with 

host language acquisition at 0.6 % for men and 0.3% for women per year. Moreover, an 

extra year of residence in Spain increases the probability of being proficient by 2.7% for 



men and 1.8% for women at a decreasing rate as shown in previous studies. That is, 

migrating at an older age penalizes men more than women, but for every additional year 

in the destination country, men acquire language skills at a stronger pace. Planning to 

stay in Spain for the next five years is positively associated with destination language 

acquisition as expected, due to the fact that the longer the immigrant is planning to 

remain in the destination country, the stronger the incentives to invest in host language 

acquisition given that the return will be seized over a longer period of time. 

The impact of immigrant children on their parent’s destination language proficiency 

deserves a separate and more extensive comment. The National Immigrant Survey 

allows us to adjust for whether the immigrant has children and more importantly if their 

child speaks Spanish well. Research carried out previously does not allow for this 

partition and is therefore not able to insulate the positive effect of learning Spanish from 

their children from the several negative effects derived from speaking the home 

language in the household and having children act as translators. As expected, the 

results show that having a child that speaks Spanish well or very well is strongly 

associated with their parent’s host language skills. The impact is roughly equivalent to 

speaking an additional foreign language both for men and for women. Moreover when 

the positive impact of having a child that acts as a destination language teacher has been 

taken into account, it is possible to isolate negative effects of having children that serve 

as translators and parents who seek to transmit the culture of their home country to their 

children, limiting the chance to develop destination language skills amongst family 

members. The results strongly support the negative effect and interestingly show that it 

is considerably stronger for women since children may also affect their labor supply, 

reducing their chance and incentive to acquire host language skills. Being married is not 



statistically significant since the data does not allow us to distinguish whether their 

spouse is Spanish. 

Lastly living in a Spanish bilingual region-Catalonia, Balearic Islands, Basque Country, 

Valencia and Galicia is positively associated to the probability of reporting good or very 

good Spanish language proficiency. Perhaps living in a multilingual region in Spain 

increases the immigrants’ awareness and exposure to host languages or immigrants that 

move to these areas are more willing to accept and learn different languages. 

5. Conclusion 

This study is concerned with the determinants of Spanish language proficiency for 

immigrants in Spain. The results and patterns found for Spanish language acquisition 

are similar to those obtained in previous analyses for other major immigrant recipient 

countries like Germany, the United States, Canada, Australia and Israel. Considering 

that this is one of the few analyses carried out in a non-English speaking country and as 

English has become an international lingua franca, it is relevant to confirm whether 

similar patterns are found for a non-English speaking country.  

Most importantly, our results provide new evidence that shows the usefulness of 

multiple language proficiency and how multilingualism contributes to the immigrant’s 

acquisition of host language skills. Research in Spain (Sanz, 2000) and in other 

countries (Cenoz 2013) shows that being multilingual strengthens subsequent foreign 

language acquisition and the data from the NIS contains valuable information about the 

number of additional foreign languages spoken by immigrants in Spain. This allows us 

to introduce a unique explanatory variable to investigate Spanish language learning 



amongst immigrants in Spain. As expected, the results confirm a strong positive effect 

of speaking additional foreign languages on the probability of reporting good or very 

good Spanish language proficiency for immigrant in Spain. Furthermore, adjusting for 

number of foreign languages spoken reduces the impact of educational attainment on 

Spanish language proficiency, revealing that the effect of education on host language 

learning may have been overestimated in previous studies. Lastly, our paper shows the 

importance of isolating the effect of having children that speak the host language from 

the rest of the consequences of having children. Adjusting for the children’s Spanish 

proficiency, descendants living in the household affect destination language learning 

negatively and the impact is stronger for women as expected. 

Cultural, social and economic assimilation in the destination country are essential for 

keeping a cohesive and stable society, especially under the particular circumstances of 

massive newly arrived immigration and a long period of economic recession that has led 

to a 24% level of unemployment in Spain. From an analytical point of view the problem 

arises from the concept of assimilation and the difficulty of measuring it. Earnings, 

employment and language skills are easier to measure than culture, traditions and 

values. We analyze the determinants of Spanish language proficiency since destination 

language acquisition contributes to cultural and social assimilation.  

Our results are important to enable policy makers to devise strategies and immigration 

policies that promote and guarantee economic and social stability. The analysis shows 

that immigrants that are better educated, speak multiple foreign languages, have 

children that speak the host language and plan to stay in Spain for a longer period of 

time, show stronger Spanish language ability. As a consequence, it would be advisable 



to set up extensive introductory programs for immigrants that should partly consist of 

Spanish language instruction, and classes should be organized by education level and 

familiarity of foreign languages by participants to ensure adequate learning. There is a 

need for professional development in teaching Spanish as a second language.  

A common policy priority in OECD countries is labour market integration and the 

strengthening of educational aspects, including language training (OECD, 2012). In line 

with this view, the Spanish Strategic Plan for Citizenship and Integration acknowledged 

the fact that immigration poses specific challenges that must be tackled, such as “the 

promotion of improvements in immigrants’ knowledge of the official languages and 

social norms in Spain, prerequisites for a cohesive society and for the social integration 

of immigrants” (Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, 2007). This paper sheds further 

light on this issue by identifying and assessing the key players in the destination 

language learning process. In doing so, the analysis takes a step towards the diagnosis 

of the main benefits that immigrants from different socio-economic and educational 

backgrounds may obtain from language training programmes.  

This research has also important implications for understanding and predicting Spanish 

language experiences for immigrants from various geographical areas. The results show 

that Asian immigrants and male immigrants from Northern Africa seem to be at 

language disadvantage and may require more intensive Spanish training programs at 

arrival. Finally, policies that favor permanent migration over temporary migration 

would also allow for a more rapid better social and economic integration. It may 

provide immigrants with a longer time horizon to capture the return from their 

investment in host language skills. 
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