Abstract (English)

International student mobility has been steadily increasing over the last twenty years. So
have the number of studies analysing the factors influencing deonsikimg and destination
choices of international student$e role oflanguage has been recognised as a driving force in
i nternational students6 educational <choices
focused on countries rather than individuals, have largely addressed shared and most popular
languages. Wheas investigating language seen by individuals as a desired outcome of study
abroad programmes has been the main interest of micro level sildgethesis aims to expand
on the role of language as both a macro and micro factor in directing internatiofexit
mobility first by focusing on the influence of language proximity on international student flows
for full degree/diploma programmes, asetond byanalysing how individual foreign language
skillsimpacts t u d e n #esmistudy laloadspiratiors and destination choices.

The macrelevel results demonstrate that language proximity does play an important role
in driving international student flows. The midevel findings, in turn, indicate that students
who evaluate their foreign language skilsadvanced and who speak a foreign language on a
daily basis are more likely to aspire to study abroad in comparison to students who assess their
skills at an intermediate level and use a foreign language weekly or monthly. The number of
foreignlanguagest udent s master does not-makiaggdanjoining i m
study abroad programmes. The findings also reveal that students who have decided to participat
in study abroad programmes choose the countries with an offinglidge they wa knowledge
of.

By focusing on both macro and micro level influence of language on international student
mobility, the thesis does not only improve our understanding of how language impacts an
i nternat i onal-makihgraddaeestination clogeaut alsb suggests a way to think

about how these two levels can interrelate. Altogether, the thesis stresses the need for further



research into the link between macro and micro language related factors in international student

mobility.



Abstract (Italian)

La mobilit”™ internazionale degli student
vent ' anni, cos?® come il numer o di studi c he
decisionale e le scelte di destinazione degli studentit er nazi onal i . 1 ruo

riconosciuto come una forza trainante nelle scelte educative degli studenti internazionali a livello
macro e micro. Gli studi a livello macro, incentrati sui Paesi piuttosto che sugli individui, si sono
occupat i n |l arga misura delle |ingue condi vVvi se
dagl i indi vidui come risultato desiderato d
principale degli studi a livello micro. Questa tesi si proporegpgrofondire il ruolo della lingua
come fattore macro e micro nel dirigere | a
concentrandosi sull'influenza della vicinanza linguistica sui flussi di studenti internazionali per i
programmi di laureaigloma completi e, in secondo luogo, analizzando come le competenze
linguistiche individuali influiscano sulle aspirazioni di studio all'estero a breve termine degli
studenti e sulle scelte di destinazione.

| risultati a livello macro dimostrano che lavianza linguistica gioca un ruolo
importante nel guidare i flussi di studenti internazionali. | risultati a livello micro indicano, a loro
volta, che gli studenti che valutano le loro competenze linguistiche come avanzate e che parlanc
unalingua stranie@u ot i di anamente hanno maggi or i pr ot
rispetto agli studenti che valutano le loro competenze a un livello intermedio e che usano una
lingua straniera settimanalmente o mensilmente. || numero di lingue stranielestbdenti
padroneggiano non sembra avere un impatto sulle decisioni degli studenti di partecipare a
programmi di studio all'estero. | risultati rivelano anche che gli studenti che hanno deciso di
partecipare a programmi di studio all'estero scelgonesiRa&an una lingua ufficiale che
conoscono.

Concentrandosi sull "influenza della | ing

studenti internazionali, la tesi non solo migliora la nostra comprensione di come la lingua
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influisca sul processo decisidaa sulle scelte di destinazione di uno studente internazionale,
ma suggerisce anche un modo per pensare a come questi due livelli possano essere interconne
Compl essivamente, | a tesi sottolinea | a nec

micro fattor.i l i ngui stici nella mobilit”™ 1in
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Chapter 1. Introduction

International student mobility has been steadily growing for the last twenty years,
representing twice as many students in 2019 compared to 2007 (OECD, 2021). Students usually
engage in international mobility via two main routasstitutional agreements their home
university for shosterm studies abroad or by becoming-tinhe students of a foreign higher
education institution. The first type of mobility, also referred to as credit, exchange eteshrort
mobility, allows students to follow part dieir programme at a foreign university while
pursuing a degree in their home institution. In 2018, around two hundred thousand students
participated in the Erasmus + programme (Eurostat, 2020), one of the melsh ovetl
programmes that supports theserexges.

The other type of mobility, typically referred to as diploma, degesking or londerm
mobility, concerns students who conduct their studiedifuk at a higher education institution
outside their country of origin. In 2020, OECD countrieorega 4.4 million international
students enrolled in a university, with the highest percentage at the doctoral level (24% of all
PhD students studied for a degree outside their country of origin), 14% at the master level and
5% at the bachelor level (OECR0Q22). From a migration perspective, having obtained a degree
in the host country, speaking the language and knowing the culture of the country, and having
gone through an adaptation period of at least one year during their studies;seéetieg
studens are often seen as potential highkylled migrants.

The reasons as to why students engage in studying abineagl referring to both degree
and credit mobility are varied. For example, they might engage in study abroad programmes
either to have accego a better quality education, or improve their career prospects, grow
personally and professionally, for travel and leisure purposes, and to enhance their language
skills (Castillo Arredondo et al., 2018; King, 2002; Pefgcinas et al., 2020). Thesegust a
few motives why students aspire to go abroad. Although their needs and motivations may vary

depending on the type of mobility, country of origin and destination, and length of the
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programme among other factors, participating in internationa¢studobility generally requires
foreign language competences, as this allows students to take courses at a university and
communicate in real life situations beyond the university campus.

Indeed, language can be considered as both a desired outcome eantsabgnwhich
studying abroads carried out. Consequentlypmpetencén another languags an important
factor for foreign educational opportunities. As mentioned in the Communication from the
Commission on achieving the European Education Area by Bo#b foreign language learning
and learning mobility should be promoted as they help reach quality education. At the same time
learning mobility dependsamn e 6 s | i ngui s beingableta spkag diffieremdt d a s
languages is a condition for studgian d wo r k i (Ewgopeart Commiskion, 2020, p. 6).
Consequently, language competences can both facilitate and hamper study abroad aspirations
and influence destination choices. It is of special note that although language competence is
fundamentalin nf | uencing i nternational studentso
focuses on language skills as an outcome of study abroad programmes.

Personal factors and motivations, institutional characteristics, as well as policies
implemented at a coiry level all form part of a complex decistomaking process international
students go through. First, personal motivations and factors related to family background, peer
recommendations, personal goals and barriers including those conioeletieguagecome into
focus atthe micro level. Second, institutional characteristics such as the study programmes
offered at the destination university, the language of instruction and others are generally the
focus of mesdevel analyses. Finally, adopted policipslitical, historic and economic ties with
other countries, geographical location and other country related characteristics including official
and most common languages spoken, constitute the backbone of mostawelcstudies on
international student niodity. This complexity of international student mobility decisimaking

processes is depicted in figure 1 (Van Mol et al., in press).
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Figure 1. The complex international student mobility decismaking process of higher

education students

PERSOMAL CHARACTERISTICS
STRUCTURAL FACTORS Age, gender, socio-economic status, MICRO
Geography ethnicity, language, personal
Geographical distance preferences, personality
Economy

Economic development, labour
market performance

Policies
Paolitical / legal framewaork, visa

Decision-making

process
legislation, recruitment palicies,

public diplomacy efforts

Educational system
Availability of scholarships,

performance educational systems

INTERVENIMNG OBSTACLES AND

Historical factors EACILITATORS
Language proximity, colonialism Cost of moving, social netwaorks,

recruitment agencies & recruiment

strategies receiving HEls, capacity

MACRO receiving HEIls, prestige HEIs, MESO
technology

Source: VarMol et al., in press

These factors in all their multitude do
decision to study abroad and their destination choices, but rather intersect and influence each
other both directly and indirectly. Languageaafactor driving international student mobility
also works through @rse three levels. For example, Baeguage policy of a country is related to
how many and what languages are taught in schbaling studied a language previously
might influence whsh studyabroad destinations studertmsider. Similarly, having a mother
tongue of a higher communicative value, i.e. languages with high numbers of first and second
| anguage speakers (de Swaan, 2001), otemym be

other languaged.his may affectstudent outflowsn those countrieghich have a higher
12



communicative valuefficial languagelLack of language skills may detgudentsrom
participation in study abroadr cause theno choose contrieswherethe same language
spoken

In addition to differences between languages based on their communicative value,
languages can also be compared based on their grammatical, lexical, phonetic and syntactic
properties. Language proximity, which shows how sinoladistant languages are, is calculated
based on similarities of these linguistic parameters. Network analysis of international student
mobility reveals that poles or clusters of student flows are associated with cultural and language
links withineachgrop (Barnett et al ., 2016; B°rjesso

Existing literature also suggests that in addition to shared and most popular languages,
some students prefer to go to countries which are linguistically and culturally close to their own
(Goodman et al., 2008;iKgeski & Nadal 2020). When moving to another country, adaptation
can be facilitated if a student speaks the local language or when the language is similar to that o
a studentdos home country, as this aldnthens t h
contribute to social and psychological wiefing and facilitate integration in a host country, both
at the higher education institution and in broader society (Chiswick & Miller, 2007; Yang et al.,
2016; Wilczewski et al., 2022) Consequently, feiag only on the role of shared and most
popular languages in attracting international students may not rdflposaibleinfluences of
language.

Given the importance of language in international student mobility, this dissertation aims
to address theverarching research question

A What role does language play as a driver of international student mobility?

by focusing on two subquestions

A Does language proximity influence destination choices of desgeking

international students at the macro level?
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A What role do individual foreign | angu

aspirations and destination choices?

To address these research questions two studies have been conducted, which can be
found in Chapters 3 and 4. First, a malaeel analys of degreeseeking student flows among
21 countries of the European Economic Area (EEA) seeks to improve our understanding of the
i nfluence of official | anguages on students
developed at the micro level, tetter grasp individual decisiemaking, and in order to
elaborate the influence of official languages according to which languages students have
knowledge of. The micrevel study of shorterm international students also seeks to
complement and provideletter understanding of maelevel trends.

The empirical part of this dissertation is based on two papers, each of which is framed
within different research questions reflecting the macro/micro dimensions, has its own literature
review and has beanducted within its own conceptual framework. To unite these two studies,
the thesis begins with a more comprehensive literature overview. This discusses overarching
concepts of both macro and micro | evell anal
conceptualframwor k of the thesi s whi c h(Ylikoskm&16jtdb o s
consider the interrelation between the role of language as a macro and micro factor in
international student mobility. Each of the studies presented in &bdpand 4 is preceded by a
brief introduction which explains the motivation behind both analyses. The discussion chapter
seeks to link the findings of both studies and analyse them via the general theoretical framework
of the thesis. Chapter 6 draws clustons and suggests recommendations and areas for future

researchThe thesis concludes with my personal reflections as a researcher.
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Chapter 2. Literature Overview

2.1 Introduction to the Literature Overview

The aim of this thesis is to improve @aientific understanding of the role that language
plays as both a macro and micro factor in driving international student mobility. With this aim,
two studies have been conducted. The first focused on theeaetpinvestigating the
influence of languge proximity in driving international student flows for longerm
programmes. The second study provided a deeper insight into the role of individual foreign
language skills in study abroad aspirations and destination choices. Each of these studies
includes a specific literate review, as can be seenGhapters 3 and 4. The current chapter,
then, seeks to unite both studies by introducing the main overarching concepts guiding the PhD
thesis as a whole, and illustrating how both studies complement éa&ch ot

This chapter comprises seven main sections. Section 2.2 defines international student
mobility, types of mobility and categories of international students. Section 2.3 reviews different
approaches to language in the fields of international higheagdo@and international
migration, and subsequently introduces the concept of linguistic proximity. Section 2.4 enlarges
on the previous one by discussing different language classifications. Section 2.5 focuses on the
overall documented macro, meso, andmmievel factors driving internatnal student mobility,
whereas 8ction 2.6elaborates specifically on the role of language as a driver of international
student mobility. Section 2.7 introduces the conceptual framework thes time two studies.
Finally, Section 2.8 summarises the key concepts of the thesis that are also used in the two
studies in Chapters 3 and 4.
2.2 International Student Mobility and International Students

Over the past two decades there has been increasing acknowledgment that the
internationalisation of higher education is not confined to international student yndédiing
t 0o c onc e pntematisnalisatiormehso me 6, &éi ncl usi ve interna

Ointernational i s,atdiomt eorfn a thien medoirprehensivd ourmo6f o r
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I nt er nat |whereby HE$s &t to imcorgorate internationalisation for all students within

the home institution. Nevertheless, international student mobility remains one of the core

elements of the internationalisation of higleducation which is illustrated, for example, in the

widely cited internationalisation framework of Knight (2012).

Figure 2. Two Pillars of Internationalisation: At Home and Gidssler

GLOBALIZATION
CATALYST REACTOR AGENT
INTERNATIONALIZATION

ABROAD/
CROSS-BORDER

« curriculum/teaching/learning Mobility of

e open access education e people

¢ domestic students/faculty e programs

e international student/scholars ¢ providers

o extracurricular activity e projects/services
e research e policy

Source: Knight, 2012

According to the definition provided in the UNES@Dssary,

students are individuals who have physically crossed an international border between two

A

nternat.i

countries with the objective to participate in educational activities in thergoafrdestination,

wher e

the country of destinati

! https://glossary.uis.unesco.org/glossary/en/home
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https://glossary.uis.unesco.org/glossary/en/home

Despite a slowdown related to the pandemic in 2020, international student mobility has been
steadily growing globally for the last 20 yeats®wing an increase of about 5.5% between 1998
and 2019 (OECD, 2021). In line with this global trend, international mobility in Europe has also
been on the rise, representing 0.15 million students in 2000 and 0.35 in 2019 (UIS Statistics,
2020).

Traditiondly, international student flows have been directed to western countries where
the most popular languages such as English, French, Spanish, German, etc are spoken (Kahane
& Kr 8l i kov§g, 2011, Lee & Tan, 1984, Mari nge
Rodriguez Gonzalez et al., 2011; Wilkins &
student recruitment are all associated with a particular language. In the Pacific/Market pole
student flows are mainly directed to Engtgbeaking countries. The Frdmitberian pole,
characterised by a colonial logic, reveals the importance of French, Spanish, and Portuguese
languages in attracting international students. The third-goéamtral European is associated
with a proximity logic and centers around Gernegaamd Slavic languages. Although the Global
South to North international student flows remain dominant,-negéonal mobility is getting
increasingly popular (Choudaha & Van Mol, 2022; de Wit et al., 2022; Hou & Du, 2020;
Kondakci et al., 2018; Wen & H2019). Mobility within the EU also remains predominant for
European students, who increasingly choose one of the other EU countries as a study abroad
destination (UIS Statistics, 2020). The rates differ per country, in some of them including
Austria, Dennark, Slovakia, Slovenia and the Czech Republic, in 2018 out of each 10 incoming
students 8 were from another European country (OECD, 2020). Promoting exchange
programmes, attracting talented students from abroad and further increasing the rates of
internatonally mobile students remain one of the goals set by the EU Council (European
Commission, 2020).

Although not necessarily referring to flows across borders in all contexts, the abbreviated

term Astudent mobilityo i s nabstuleatmobility @) as a
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(Barnett et al., 2016; Choudaha, 2017; de Wit, 2008; Hou & Du, 2020; King et al., 2010; Lipura
& Collins, 2020). 1 f the focus i-Buropeardsaudentn a
mobilityo (Van rMogi,on2a0l1 3mo boirl ifitlynot r(ade Wi t |,
thesis the term ISM will be used to refer to all kinds of mobility. However, wherever necessary |
will distinguish between shoeterm credit mobility, i.e. students who travel abroad as part of the
study in their home institution in the framework of exchange programmes, international
scholarships, etc., and longerm degree mobility, i.e. students who go to a destination country

to pursue a degree, or other diploma, at a higher education iostitdtihat country, usually for

a period of a year or longer.

These two types of mobility are often treated separately in the literature, as it is expected
that they might be driven by different factors. For example, Fenemas et al. (2020) showed
thatshortterm mobile students stress the importance of factors such as social life and academic
experience, whereas diploma students focus more often on academic dimensions, future career
prospects and living expenses. Degseeking mobility is often vieweds a precursor for future
high-skilled labour migration. Although the stay rates vary across countries, the number of
degreeseeking international students who changed their educational visa to a work permit in
destination countries remains quite high2019 it accounted for 57% in the USA, 52% in
France, 46% in ltaly, and 37% in Japan (OECD, 2022).

Second, as shown by multiple studies, except for the quality of education, which is a
significant push factor in attracting international students to a goutth degreeseeking
students and migrants tend to be guided by the same factors when deciding on their destination.
These factors include higher GDP per capita, presence of immigrants from the home country,
lower unemployment rates, and distances, paisical, linguistic and cultural (Adsera &

Pytlikova, 2015; Beine et al., 2014; Thissen & Ederveen, 2006).-8&rartmobility, on the
other hand, is also influenced by thecadled tourist factors in addition to general characteristics

of a country. Tlse touristelated factors include climate, lifestyle, attractiveness of the country,
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city and university, attractions and sights (Castillo Arredondo et al., 2018; Kosmaczewska, 2020;
Lesjak et al., 2015; Perdncinas et al., 2020; Rodriguez Gonzalealgt2011). Consequently,
shortterm mobility is sometimes referred to as educational tourism.

Traditional destinations of choice also differ for credit and degee&ing international
students in Europe. Thus, Spain remains the most popular destiratignyovith shorterm
students whereas degrseeking student flows are directed to the UK, Germany and France
(Campus France, 2020). Moreover, the choice of a university for atehortnternational
student may often be limited by exchange agreemét®dost university. Furthermore, King
et al. (2010) note the differences in the seamonomic profile of credit and degree mobile
students. They describe the UK credit mobil
white and middleclass, and ademichigha c hi ev er s 0 -sebking ftudentsatee gr e e
characterised by their fpar esectorsdhoovbackground, pr
and personal/family history of travel and i
2.3 Language and Linguistic Proxinity

Foreign language skills are of central importance for education and communication
abroad. Students participating in mobility use their language skills to take coaittes in the
official language of the country of destination, or English/another pofahguage as a lingua
franca, and their own language skills may determine their choice of destination country and
study abroad aspirations in general. Furthermore, international students use their language
competences for communicating in the destinatmmtry beyond student life at their higher
education institution. Indeed, participation in international student mobility usually requires the
knowledge of foreign languagésunless the student moves to a destination country with the
same official langage.

The languages that a student speaks constitute their personal linguistic capital (Gerhards,
2014). However, languages differ in their communicative value and thus from a communicative

as well asa strategic point of vievknowledge of the most widelgpokenlanguages may be
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more important than knowledge of the languages spoken by fewer people or used in fewer
countries (de Swaan, 2001). The desire to improve the knowledge of the most common foreign
languages (according to Eurostat [202h¢ language studied most commonly in the EU are
English, Spanish, French, German, and Italian) is one element international students take into
account when they decide to participate in study abroad programmes (see e.g. Bell, 2016;
Bourke, 2000; Cubillo et al., 200Besjak et al., 2015; Rodriquez Gonzalez et al., 2011).
Consequently, some of the papers that consider the language factor conclude that the countries
where the most popular languages are spoken generally attract more international students
(Kahanelci k% K§,8 2011; Lee & Tan, 1984, Mar in
2002; Wilkins & Huisman, 2011).

According to the OECD (2021), the most popular countries with international students in
2019 were the USA, the UK, Australia, Canada, GermanyFeamte. In addition to that, in the
longer term, knowledge of foreign languages has been shown to positively impact earnings and
job opportunities (see e.g. Ginsburgh & Prieto, 2011; Fox et dl9;20an Mol, 2017.
Ginsburgh and Prieto (2011) show thatontrast to Northern Europe where the knowledge of
English provides the highest premium, in the countries of Southern Europe knowledge of other
foreign languages (French, German, Spanish) also translates into higher returns.

Another example of the impamce of language from an economic point of view is the
role it plays in study abroad decistaraking. The decision to move to a certain country, be it for
a shoriterm study abroad programme or with an intention to get a degree and possibly remain in
the ountry for work, is made on the analysis of costs and benefits. Speaking the language of this
country or having to learn or improve the knowledge of the language is one factor the student
may consider. The lower the costs, the more likely is the prolyaioiléngage in an activity, be
it learning a foreign language or moving abroad for study purposes (Becker, 1962, 1975;
Sjastaad, 1962). The cost of learning a new language may, among other factors, depend on the

similarity between the mother tongue andshelied language (Chiswick & Miller, 2007;
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Isphording & Otten, 2014). Both of these studies show that the larger the difference between the
languages, the more costly it is to acquire this language.

On the one hand, the role of the English languagenaedaum of instruction and lingua
franca is undeniable in driving internatial student mobility (Waters &rooks, 2021). Some
students aspiring to study abroad see fAstud
most serious barriers to mobiliffpoyle et al., 2010). Not only not having courses in English but
al so not feeling confident in oneb6s foreign
moving abroad (Beerkens et al, 2016; Findlay et al., 2006; Van Mol & Timmerman, 2014). On
the othethand, despite thebvious communicative value of English some students say they
would have preferred to be able to speak the official language of the country outside the
university classes, as aspiring to enhance the knowledge of this foreign language wathe
motivations to study abroad (Bell, 2016).

During study abroad programmes students are exposed not only to the language of
instruction, but also to the language of the country more widely. Speaking a foreign language is
not simply about communration, but also offers a different degree of immersion into the culture
of a destination country. Among the reasons behind learning a foreign languadgeition to
such f aBecaosethelamguagéiws del vy s poken aouwunderstdnavhah e w
lifeislike f or peopl e eétcn some Huepeans saytimey ahdogearma
parti cul aBecalsaohtgewcadtgreeassocihite wi t h t h(8pedah nguage o
Eurobarometer, 2006, p. 44). The importance of knowledge of a foreign ¢gnfyuahe cultural
integration of a mobile student can be expressed by the following feedback of a Finnish student

in Korea.

ltds not necessary, but it makes this so

them, [...] because language is also a part of the culture, and that makes so | understand
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them better, not only the words but why they behave like they behave. (M&chel

G¢vendir, 2021, p. 14)

2.4 Language Classifications

Languages are complex phenomena that differ in syntax, morphology, phonology,
grammar, vocabulary, and so on. Analysing similarities and differences of these aspects of
languages can lead to a betteaderstanding of the history of a language, and can be used to
measure the degree of relatedness between them. Such a comparison is a daunting task and
requires an analysis of different levels of linguistic structure.

One kind of classification that inaes the analysis of grammar, lexical, phonetic and
syntactic similarities is a genealogical classification which shows the relationship between
languages from a historical perspective. In this classification, language families are divided into
branches, grups and subgroups of related languages. Each stage of fragmentation unites closer
languages in comparison with the previous, more general one. Thus, the East Slavic languages
show a greater proximity than the Slavic languages in general, and the Siguiadas show a
greater proximity in comparison with other InBoropean languages. This information, often
presented as a tree, can be used to compute distances between languages (Currently, the most
comprehensive source of the genealogical classificafitanguages i&thnologué). The
following graphic image is one example of the relationship between languages in the

Indo-European group.

2 https://www.ethnologue.com
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Figure 3. The relationship between languages in the wdopean group
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For the application of this approach on international migration flows see, for example,
Adsera and Pytlikova (2015) who constructed the index of linguistic proximity based on the

information from Ethnologue. The index takile value from 0 to 1 depending on the number of

3 https://www.theguardian.com/education/gallery/2015/jan/28iguagefamily-treein-pictures
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levels (branches, groups, subgroups of the language family) the languages share. Despite not
directly referring to the geneal ogical <cl as
international stdent mobilities can also be described in terms of language groups. The countries
of the Pacific/Market pole centre on English as a global language, the French/lberian pole
encompassesrench, Spanish and Portuguese languages, and the Central Européabgsad
aroundGerman and Slavic languages.

A different classification is based on the phonetic structure of the compared languages.
Comparative phonetics is the principle on which theated Levenshtein distances are based.
Levenshtein (1966) suggestan algorithm that calculates the number of phonetic alterations
required to change the word from one language to another and thus determine the distance
between languages. Although this approach was not developed by a linguist but by a
mathematician, its quite often used as a measure of language proximity, along with the
influence of such proximity on the drivers of migration and student mobility, due to its easy
applicability and broad coverage of languages (sedeagl eg§aj., 2017; Isphording & t&en,

2014).

Lastly, when comparing languages, historical analysis of the similarities and differences
in the vocabulary of two languages plays a very important role. The {stdtietical approach is
based on analysing words that historically belongdedeédanguage, such as numerals (up to
ten), words denoting parts of the body, names of some animals, plants, tools, and so on. This
therefore excludes possible borrowings as a result of migration and contacts with other
languages. The classification wasvdloped by linguists (Dyen et al., 1992) at the end of the
20th century. In contrast to the genealogical classification for which distances have to be decide
in case of each particular analysis, the distances based on ad&tistical analysis havdsa
been imputed by Dyen et al. (1992), though only for {&doopean languages. (For the
application of language proximity based on this approach in analysing the role of language on

the drivers of international migration see Adsera & Pytlikova, 2015tBeEderveen, 2014).
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2.5 Drivers of International Student Mobility

The number of studies analysing factors, aspirations, and destination choices of
international students has also been rising in recent years. Overall, existing studies indicate
drivers atthree different levels: macro level factors associated with political, economic, and
language factors of the home and host countries, meso level factors indicating instdatiecn
aspects, such as the decision to deliver programmes in English orrdimgine franca; and
micro level factors pointing to individual factors such as secimnomic status, gender and
ethnicity. Although this dissertation focuses on the influence of language on international student
decisionmaking and destination choicesla¢ micro and macro levels, the literature review in
this section includes all the three levels of analysis. This allows a deeper understanding of the
role of language among other determinants of student mobility.

Existing research indicates that at thacno level common languages, colonial relations,
geographical proximity and quality of education influence the direction of international student
flows (Abbott & Silles, 2016; Beine et al., 2014; Van Bouwel & Veugelers, 2013). International
student flows k0 positively correlate with economic and political connections between
countries (Hou & Du, 2020). Abbott and Sillles (2016) add to this list of factors the number of
overlapping hours between the capital cities of origin and destination countrieoanthaha
greater time difference is inversely related to student flows between these countries. Rodriguez
Gonzalez et al. (2011) also analyse the role of climate in attracting international exchange
students. They conclude that this tourism related féesra positive significant influence on
student flows together with other country related factors such as language, cost of living, quality
of educational system, and geographical distance. Beine et al. (2014) consider two groups of
macro level factorshe factors associated with the cost of mobility and those related to expected
earning, education and the-saled attractiveness factoi8.a | e§al. (2018) distinguish

between economic factors, rartonetary fators and connectivity factors.
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The studieghat analyse the role of language as a macro factor find, overall, that
international student flows are generally directed to countries either with the same language as
the one of the home institution, to Enghsipeaking countries, or to countries whetteeo
popul ar | anguages are spoken (Abbott & Sil/
2011; Maringe & Carter, 2007; Van Bouwel & Veugelers, 2013). However, as also evidenced in
a number of studies (Brown et al., 2016; Goodman, 2008; KingebBladial, 2020), the
i nfluence of | anguage on an international s
phenomenon which is not always limited to the role of shared and popular languages. Some
students choose a linguistically and culturally close cywag they see it as a way to ease
adaptation costs and acquire a foreign language more quickly.

At the meso level, the role of universities comes to the forefront. Quality of education is
an important factor influencing international student flows (Vaovizel & Veugelers, 2013).

The level of tuition fees in a destination country also correlates with international student flows
(Caruso & de Wit, 2014; Naidoo, 2007). In terms of language, the chosen language of instructior
in higher education institutions manfluence the decision of an international student to study
abroad or the possible destination. The role of English as a medium of instruction is undeniable
in driving international student mobstudyi ty (
highlighted an important role Engligaught programmes play in attracting international French
Jewish stdents to an Israeli university.

At the micro level, analysis ohobility drivers focuses ommdividual factors and motives
of international students. Atithlevel, the existing research typically indicates that study abroad
aspirations are influenced by social class, cultural and economic background of the family,
network effect, race, age and gender (Brooks & Waters, 2020; Findlay et al., 2006; Hurst, 2019
Netz et al., 2020). While individual characteristics are a key element, motivations, expectations,
needs and perceived barriers also play a role in study abroad decaorg (Beerkens et al.,

2016; Lesjak et al., 2015; PerEncinas et al., 2020). Stents may aspire to study abroad as
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they desire to meet new people, experience living in a new culture, grow personally and
professionally, improve tlecareer opportunities (ibid.)

A desire to improve foreign language skills is another popular reasdengs give for
participating in study abroad programmes (Bell, 2016; Bourke, 2000; Castillo Arredondo et al.,
2018; Cubillo et al., 2006). At the same time, lack of confidence or competence in a foreign
language may deter students from engaging in suemitional programmes (see e.g. Findlay et
al., 2006; Van Mol & Timmerman, 2014). The analysis of reasons that could prevent students
from participating in study abroad opportunities by Beerkens et al. (2016) showed that the two
most frequently mentione@asons for noparticipation are financial barriers and a perceived
lack of language competences. Thus, language and foreign language skills can be both a source
of attraction for specific mobility destinations as well as a deterrent to study abroatliopjesr
when students are less proficient in the destination language. Each of these roles are considerec
in more detail in the next section.

2.6 Language among the Factors Influencing International Student Mobility

Most of the studies aimed anderstanding the role of macro level factors influencing
destination choices of international students, considered either the flows to countries that share
the same language or flows to countries where the most popular languages are spoken (see e.g
Abbot & Silles, 2016; Beine et al., 2014; Ka
Perkins & Neymayer, 2014; Rodriguez Gonzalez et al, 2011). Analysing the flows from
developing countries to the USA, the UK and France, Lee and Tan (1984) found the
commonaliy of languages, measured as a dummy variaBleglish as a first or second
language in the home and destination couintxy be one of the most important determinants for
flows to the USA. The second most significant factor was quality of education. @omm
language is also one of the important factors that influence flows to the UK, along with
geographical distance, staffudent ratio and the share of sciebased courses, difference in

the cost of living, and the GNP growth rate (Lee & Tan, 1984).
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Thestudy of flows to OECD countries by Beine et al. (2014) also found support for the
positive influence of a common official language, quality of education, cost of living and the
network effect. Abbott and Silles (2016) indicate that the effect of a corftangnage might be
especially important for students from lemcome countries. They analysed international student
flows from 18 origin countries to 38 destination countries, and ran two separate gravity models
for the flows from highincome countries andw-income countries. In doing so, they find that
although speaking the same language has a significant positive influence in both models, it
increases the flows from highcome countries by 211 percent and by 367 percentlfvam
income countries (Abbo& Silles, 2016).

These results are in line with Wei et al. (2019) whose study showed that students from
developed countries tend to be less deterred from mobility aspirations based on whether the san
language is spoken between home and destinationresinfondakci (2011) also notes that
rationales including the language factor in the choice of a destination country may be different
for students of economically developed and developing countries. Thus, the students of North
America and Western Europe d i ctletdesireii@ x per i ence a adthednfaier ent
reason to choose Turkey as a study destination, whereas students from economically developing
countries of the region rely more on economic and academic rationales. The highest number of
international students in Turkey comes from Azerbaijan and other countries of Central Asia
(group 1), and the Balkans (group 6) (Kondakci, 2011). These two groups are related to Turkey
via language links as they either share the common language or betbag#wme group or
subgroup of Turkic languag.

Hou and Dudbés (2020) study, devoted to th
of international student mobility, also demonstrates a significant influence of the same language
on the choice of destiriah country in addition to economic, political, and histalities. As the
a ut hor similar outtuea] bacdkgrounds and language can shorten the psychological distance

between people and reduce the sense of strangeness. Therefore, students fromasome As
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African, and Latin American countries prefer European countries with historical colonial
connections and similar languages to their home countriesiasthes t udy @aukt i nat
Du, 2020,p. 20).

Nevertheless, conflicting evidence has been pteddry Van Bouwel and Veugelers
(2013), who did not find a significant influence of a shared language on international student
flows. The first reason that may explain these different findings is that the authors focused on
different geographical areas. V8ouwel and Veugelers (2013) analysed mobility within Europe
whereas Beine et al. (2014) and Abbott and Silles (2016) concentrated on a wider region by
studying flows among OECD countries (18 countries of destination and 38 countries of origin).
Another pssible difference may lie in the approach to classifying a shared language. As Melitz
and Toubal (2014) note, a common official language, a typical way to measure the role of a
shared language, may not always reveal the shared language influence labaddrzjuages
spoken in a country have the status of official language. Common native languages as well as
common spoken languages may also capture the effect of a shared language. Although both Val
Bouwel & Veugelers (2013), Beine et al. (2014) and Abbnd Silles (2016) use the same
database for the information about a shared language, only Abbott and Silles (2016) explicitly
mention using a dummy of a common spoken language in addition to a common official
language.

Not only have the flows betweenuwtries with the same language generally been found
to be higher, but also the flows to countries where major languages are sgokgish,
Spani s h, l'talian, French, German (Kahanec &
2011). According to the QED (2021) the most popular countries with international students in
2019 were the USA, the UK, Australia, Canada, Germany, and France. As de Swaan (2001)
notes, languages differ in their communicative value (Englisypercentral; Spanish, French,
Germani supercentral) and thus, from the communicative point of view, knowledge of the most

widespread languages may be more important than knowledge of the languages spoken by fewe
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people or used in fewer countr i essequentyjtteh de
desire to learn or improve the knowledge of foreign languages that possess a high
communicative value may prompt students to consider studying in countries in which these
languages are spoken. Although there might have been some chatihgesantrality and

importance of certain languages due to the rising population in some regions such as Africa and
the Middle East and the growing importance of China and BRICS countries (ICEF 2019),
English keeps its hypercentral role and remains the spodten and studied language in the

world (Ethnologue, 2022; Eurostat, 2021).

In addition, the status of English as a lingua franca and its widespread adoption as a
| anguage of instruction is an i mport 2001). pul
Bamber ger 0 s-lefel2z@aBdis)of international Frendbwish students in Israel
highlights the significant role of English as an attraction factor. The interviewed students see the
English language as a valuable skill, a way to improvie tiaxeeer opportunities, some saying
they might not have decided to study in Israel had the programme been taught in Hebrew. Not
having courses in English was also shown to be a deterrent to international mobility among
students in New Zealand universit{&oyle et al., 2010). On the other hand, some students
participating in a study abroad programme in a-Baglish speaking country mention not
enjoying speaking English outside the university as it prevents them from becoming more fluent
in another langugei the official language of the country (Bell, 2016).

All the papers mentioned above treated the language factor as a binary variable (a sharec
language between home and destination countries or whether the language can be considered
widespread and congeently be characterised by a high communicative value). An analysis of
nursing studentsdé6 mobility intentions by Go
binary approach, in that the study revealed a strong preference for English speakirigso
among UK students. However, the other group of students in the same study, from Spanish

universities, indicated Italy as the most preferable destination followed by the UK and USA.
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Interestingly, one of the explanations put forward by the authdrss case was that Spanish
students were not deterred from choosing a country where thegtdpeak the language since
filtalian is one of the easiest languagesSgr a ni s h s p e @&odmas et &1.02008e ar n O
381). This suggests that the rofdanguage may not simply be limited to a binary measure i.e.
whether students speak the destination language or not. It suggests instead that linguistic
proximity might also play a role in interna

Similarly, another analysis by Kingeski and Nadal (2020), of the drivers of international
student mobility from Brazil to Spain, finds that proximity between the languages and cultures is
one of the most important factors in choosing Spain as a destinatiomyc@s the authors
e X p | the Spanishilanguage represents a more accessible option for studying than a country
whereEn g 1 i s h (Kingeskv&Niadals2020p. 102); twethirds of the respondents planned
to study in Spain, and only o1tleird indicatd the UK and the USA as the most desired
destinations.

Barnett et al.o6s (2016) network analysis
mobility all of which are characterised by language and cultural links influencing the structure of
each clusterThe authors do not find the role of language, which they study as a shared language
between home and host countries, to be a strong predictor of student flows and note that, as the
are many languages spoken in European countries, this might havedatfectesult. Despite
the fact that Wei et al. (2019) also agree
languages find it easier to communicate, and these similarities reduce cultural shocks and
cultural confl i ct s theyonly usea dhmomy variabl®ta analyseytiie ( p .
| anguage influence on studentsd destinati on
influence of the shared language on flows from developing to developed countries and a negativ
influence of a common official language on the flows between developing countries or from a

developed to a developing country. One of the explanations put forward by the authors is that
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this negative influence might reflect a desire to study another foreign languagepandree
living in a different culture.

The evidence presented here suggests that there is more to be considered than simply
analysing the influence of a shared language or flows to countries in which the most commonly
used and studied languages are spokéhough this binary approach can shed some light on
the role of language as a macro factor driving international student mobility, it does not reflect
all possible influences of language on the process, and deeper analysis is required, with linguisti
proximity apparently playing a role.

Moving to a linguistically close country as well as to a country with the same language
can lower monetary and ngnonetary costs by reducing the number of hours or minimising the
efforts needed to learn the languagei. Ghwi ck and Mi |l l erdos (2007)
proficiency among immigrants in the US and Canada empirically showed that, when there is
greater distance between a native language and the official language of the destination country,
the result is a lowdevel of language proficiency compared to speakers coming from countries
which are linguistically closer. It can also facilitate social integration and reduce psychological
barriers (Adsera & Pytlikova, 2015).

It is not only the possibility to acquire thenguage of a destination country more quickly
which may correlate with the decision of a student to choose this country for educational
purposes, but also the preexisting knowledge of a foreign language, which may have been
acquired, for example, at schodhe analysis of destination choices of both degree seeking and
shortterm Korean students showed that although most students still aspire to get a degree in an
English.speaking country, they are increasingly moving to neighbouring countries like Ghina f
a study abroad programme (Kim & Zhang, 2020). Among international students in China, most
come from Korea (Yang & de Wit, 2019), and Chinese remains one of the three most taught
foreign languages in school after English and Japanese. The analysisdtitnee of

compulsoryforeignlanguage learning at school on migration flows within the EU showed that
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speaking the language of a country positively correlates with migration decisions (Aparcio
Fenoll & Kuehn, 2016). As students shortterm mobility pogrammegarticipate in thetudy
process for a limited period of time, it may be possibletthataffectsheir study abroad
aspirationsFor example, it may not simply be a questiosméaking or having studied a foreign
language earlier, but al$mw confidentthey feel in speaking that language, and how well or
badly they perceive thelanguage skill§Ovchinnikova et al., under review)

Indeed, not feeling confident theirlanguage skills, and consequently seeing language
as a barrier, is one tiie reasons students often give for not participating in study abroad
programmes. Thus, in the study by Findlay et al. (2006), around 40% gfefasstudents
marked it as a very important reason and 70% as a slightly important reason for not going
abraad. It was the second most significant barrier after financial concerns. Seeing language as a
barrier is especially typical of ngmarticipants irstudy abroad programmes (Beerkens et al.,

2016). The language issue is less often mentioned by Erasmugppati@nd the students who
considered participating in such programmes in comparison tparbicipants: around a third of
students from Spain and the Czech Republic and slightly more than a third of students from the
UK, Spain and the Czech Republic mened this factor as a barrier.

On the other hand, foreign language skills can also be a significant facilitator of study
abroad: for example theynigg | ows rgrtalbd odh cost sd associ at e
destinations (Isphording & Otten, 201Analysing internationalshotter m st udent s 0
to study in @rmany and Spain, Castillo Adendoet al. (2018 found the significant influence
of studentsd desire to improve their foreigdg
abroadprogrammes. It was the second and third most popular answer amontgshort
international students from Nuremberg and Cordoba respectively. Importantly, in both cases
German and Spanish were also the languaEgnstruction (Castillo Ardondoet al., 208).

Enhancing foreign language proficiency has always been one of the most frequently cited

motivations to participate in study abroad programmes (Bourke, 2000; Cubillo et al., 2006;
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Rodriquez Gonzalez et al ., 2 0 4ng and coizerns larousnd ( 2
study abroad programmes based on blog posts of the students before and during mobility showe
that students anticipated fAgreater fluency
abroad. Discussing the perceived béredf study abroad programmes, students at uniiessit

in New Zealand ranked highfye x posure to a different cul t u!
2010).As Jackson et al. (2021) notee number of students seeking to elevate their language
skills has ben growing alongside an overall increase in international student mobility.
Consequently, a considerable amount of research has been devoted to the analysis of foreign
language proficiency as the outcome of international student mobility. Very few pipeic,

have studied the role of individual foreign language proficiency and use on study abroad
aspirations and destination choices.

The analysis of the role of foreign language skills in study abroad decision making and
destination choices aims poovide a deeper insight into seeing language as a barrier and
facilitator of study abroad aspirations by focusing on whether students see their foreign
languages as good or insufficient, on how often they speak a foreign language and on how many
languageshey already know. The combination of these three factors seeks to represent more
completely the influence of foreign language skills. Some students may have studied a language
at school but have rarely used it since then, which may affect the peraaftien skills. A
previous foreign language learning experience, i.e. knowing several languages, is positively
associated with learning a new one (Gerhards, 2014).

2.7 Conceptual Framework

In the previous section it became clear that international stuawwitity is driven by the
factors located at the micro, meso, and macro levels. Although to a significant extent for the sake
of simplicity of analysis, factors located at these three levels are often analysed separately, the
link between the three canrdéy be denied. For example, the decision of a country to increase

tuition fees for international students, which is a macro factor, can result in some individuals

34



being deterred from choosing this country for study abroad purp@sescro factor (Beinet

al., 2017). The opposite is also true. The decision of some people to move abroad, for example,
for work-related purposes can eventually result in a growing number of future migrants including
students choosing this country as a potential destinatiemoda network effect. Another

example could be an increased demand from students to go abroad to a particular country, whic
can prompt universities to have cooperation agreements with universities of that country.

This thesis focuses on the role of laagea as a micro and macro driver of international
student mobility. As the analyses into the influence of language at the micro and macro levels
were performed separately, each of them relying on a different conceptual framework (rational
choice theory angersonal investment theory), the Coleman diagram (1986, 1994) is used as a
uniting framework to think of and discuss the link beswéhe macro and micro levels.

Col emand6s diagram, often depicted in the
Figure 4) s a visual representation of how matxwel associations (arrow 4) can be explained
through macramicro-macro level mechanisms (arrows 1, 2 and 3). It is used to illustrate the

dynamic interplay between maelevel and micrdevel developments.

Figure4Col emands boat

4

Source: Coleman, 1994, p. 12
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We may consider the following example that relates to the topic of this thesis. The
language policy of a country (A) seems to be related to the number of students participating in
international student mobilit At the same time, the language policy may influence the number
of languages spoken in a family (B). Being exposed to several languages may increase the
number of countries the students may see as among potential destinations for study abroad
opportunites (C). Once a student participates in international student mobility, they thus
contribute to the overall flows of the country (D).

International student decisianaking has been shown to depend on the reasons located at
the country level and individuagVel. As Brooks and Waters (2020) note, in addition to
sociceconomic characteristics of a student and their personal needs and motivations to study
abroad, a general political and economic climate in a country of origin and destination influences
studens 6 aspirations and destination choices.
companies that stress the importance of intercultural competences in their employees may
prompt more students to engage in study abroad opportunities with the aim to dessop th
competences and thus improve their career opportunities. Although the link between macro and
micro |l evels is suggestive, Colemandés boat
relations between these two levels.

There is a note in the first pusthed paper of this thesis (see Chapter 3) in the
recomme ndati ons f o rfurthenqualitatige andegsartitative research of micro
level determinants could help understand the mechanisms likaindhacrd ev el ) as s 0«
(Ovchinnikova et g, 2022, p. 9). This is in line with one of the aims of the Coleman diagram as

mentioned by Ylikoski (2016),

sociological explanations that merelynmect two macro variables (A&planations)
are not theoretically satisfactory and need tsuggplemented by an account of the

micro process underlying theif¥likoski, 2016, p. 12)
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The diagram is also helpful in pointing out areas that are currently under investigated. As
Lipura and Collins (2020) note, despite a growing number of studies atadtors influencing
international student mobility, as long as these studies are conducted within different conceptual
frameworks that are not linked to one another, this often restricts the overall understanding of
i nternational sddesimatonchdicesas pi rati ons an

Being aware of the limitations of these diverse approaches, the findings of the macro
factor analysis discussed withirethuman capital approachi{&pter 3) is complemented by a
micro-level study aimed to help us understandithec hani sms behind -an ir
making and the influence of soetnltural context in addition to economic rationales (Chapter
4). Consequently, this research aims to use the Coleman diagram as a tool to comment on the
relationship between thexiables and unite both studies of the analysis, and thus try to
overcome the problem of lack of intersection in conceptual frameworks, disciplines and focuses
of studies that typically focus only on macro or micro level factors.

Although the analysisimti s t hesi s does not fully corr
not empirically investigate the causal mienacro and macrmicro relations, connecting micro
and macro levels is nevertheless important. With this purpose in mind the Coleman diagram is
used to analyse and interpret findings from the two studies in this thesis. First, it allows us to
capture the role of socicultural contextandsefer cei ved skill s in int
aspirations and destination choices in addition to countriecefactors. Second, both studies
relate to a similar geographical context. The first analysis covers 21 countries of the European
Economic Area whereas the second study is narrowed down to two countries of theHeEA
Netherlands and Belgium, and mopesifically, to a more linguistically proximate area as the
analysis only focuses on the Flemish speaking part of Belgium. Two conceptual framieworks
rational choice theory and personal investment theamng also brought together to have a
deeper insighinto the role of language together with other explanatory variables as a driver of

international student mobility on both levels of the analysis. Future research may better identify
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the link between micronacro and macrmicro factors, both key elemerasthe Coleman
diagram, to provide a more complete understanding of the nature of the student mobility process
2.8 Conclusion

This chapter introduced the overarching concepts within the area of the current research.
It reviewed the existing literature dine drivers of international student mobility with a focus on
the role of language. It defined the key concepts such as language, linguistic proximity,
international student mobility, international student and types of mobility. The chapter
highlighted seeral approaches to the role of language in international student mobility
(communicative, economic, cultural) and explained several language classifications based on
which linguistic proximity can be measured. As this dissertation focuses on the maanand
level, the literature overview described how and which factors are usually studied at each level.
By exploring Colemandés boat, it explained h
complement each other.

The following chapters will go intmore detail by discussing some of these key elements
through the published papers to answer the research questions in each of the twiovplagteis
the influence of language proximity in shaping international students flows; and what role do
foreign larguage skills play in the decision making process and destination choices of

international students.
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Chapter 3. The Role of Language Proximity in Shaping International Student Mobility
Flows
3.1 Introducing Paper One

This paper published i@lobalisaton, Societies, and Educati¢@vchinnikovaet al.,

2022) relates to macro level factors and aims to expand the understanding of the role of languag
as a driver of international student mobility by introducing the concept of language proximity

and analysig whether the distance between official languages influences international student
flows.

The role of language at the macro level is usually reduced to the analysis of the influence
of common languages spoken in the origin and destination countries anplapolsr languages
in attracting international students. However, the following evidence implied the language
influence may not be confined to these two elements.

First, anecdotal evidence revealed by the micro level studies of Goodman (2008),
Kingeski ar Nadal (2020), shows that some students choose their destination countries among
other factors based on how easy or difficult it would be for them to learn the language of this
country. As empirically demonstrated by Chiswick and Miller (2007), lingusstidarity
between home and destination language contributes to faster acquisition of the language of a
destination country. The interest in the topic of language proximity also relates to my own
observation of how similarity between languages, namelydrand Italian, facilitates
acquisition of another foreign language. Despite evidence shown in the literature review that the
role of language in the choice of destination country for studying abroad can also be influenced
by the si mil amomecpunthyéanhguwageand the faegbage of a destination
country, this influence has not yet been brought to the forefront in Ae@bstudies, so this
article has made an important contribution to the field.

Second, although international students, esflg those who decide to study abroad to

get a degree, are increasingly viewed as having potential as skilled future labour migrants,
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guided by very similar factors in their choice of a potential destination, the role of language in
student decisioimaking is often narrowed down to the language as a medium of instruction. The
influence of this meso level factor (i.e. as an institutional choice) is undeniable in increasing
international student flows (Waters & Brooks, 2021). However, the stay rate oédegidng
students in the destination country is quite high and even during studying, which is usually at
least a yeaithese studentsre also exposed to the language of a country in addition to the
languageof instruction.Therefore, the influence of Ilgnage on the choice of a destination

country might be broader for this category of students than for students participating-in short
term mobility. These factors explain the reasoning behind adding the concept of language
proximity to other traditional wasyof analysing the impact of language, namely, the language of
instruction, the common language spoken in home and destination countries and the role of the

most popular languages such as English in shaping international student flows.
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ABSTRACT

Many papers on international student mobility have analysed different
macro factors influencing the decision making of international students.
However, only a limited number of studies have considered the role of
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models reveal a statistically significant influence of language proximity
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on student flows within these 21 countries. We argue that language
proximity simplifies academic, cultural and socio-economic integration
of international students in the destination country and as a result
makes the process of their adaptation to a new environment easier and
smoother. Future research should expand on the mechanisms of that
influence.

Introduction

In line with global trends in international student mobility, the number of intra-European mobile
students rapidly increased between 2000 and 2019 (UIS Statistics 2020). Today, international stu-
dents are the fastest growing group of all international migrants globally (Czaika 2018), with an
average annual growth of approximately 6 percent between 1998 and 2017 (OECD 2019). Against
this background, international student mobility has become a popular topic for scientific research
over the past decade (see, e.g. Abdullah, Abd Aziz, and Mohd Ibrahim 2014; Gumus, Gok, and Esen
2019; Jing et al. 2020; Lipura and Collins 2020; Ogden, Streitwieser, and Van Mol 2020). The grow-
ing number of empirical macro-level studies greatly enhanced our understanding of destination
choice of international students, indicating the importance of economic, educational, political,
social and geographical factors, both in origin and destination countries, in students’ decision-mak-
ing processes on studying for a degree in another country (see Choudaha and Van Mol [2021] for a
recent overview).

One of the factors often included in quantitative models on the determinants of international
student mobility flows is ‘language’. Unfortunately, however, this factor has mainly been used as
a control variable, and has only been poorly theorised so far. Most of the papers that consider
the language factor study it either as the same language spoken in home and destination countries
(Abbott and Silles 2016; Beine, Noél, and Ragot 2014; Hou and Du 2020; Rodriguez Gonzélez,
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Bustillo, and Mariel 2011; Van Bouwel and Veugelers 2013) or as whether the language of the des-
tination country can be classified as the most attractive and widely used one, thus explaining why
the UK, the US and Australia, as English-speaking countries, are some of the most popular desti-
nations with foreign students (Kahanec and Kralikova 2011; Lee and Tan 1984; Maringe and Carter
2007; Mazzarol and Soutar 2002; Wilkins and Huisman 2011). Both the language in common and
major languages as a pull factor have been found to have a positive effect on international student
flows. Our paper aims to go beyond these findings, by explicitly foregrounding the role of language
proximity in destination decisions, focusing on the linguistic distance between the students’ home
and host countries. The analysis is based on UNESCO Educational Statistics, and in particular inter-
national student mobility between 21 countries in the European Economic Area, covering the years
2005, 2010 and 2015.

Literature review
Language proximity as a determinant of international student mobility

In this paper, we start from rational choice approaches to human capital theory (Becker 1962, 1975;
Sjastaad 1962). From this theoretical perspective, moving to another country is a form of invest-
ment an individual makes. Although moving is costly - in economic and social terms (Massey
et al. 1993), it is simultaneously beneficial, as individuals acquire valuable skills and abilities abroad,
which increase their human capital. The rational choice approach to human capital, then, expects
that individuals will move to locations that provide them the greatest utility at lowest costs. The
acquisition of language skills can thereby be considered as an investment in students’ human capi-
tal. At the same time, language skills are not perfectly portable across international borders, as even
between countries with the same official language linguistic differences exist (consider, for example,
German spoken in Germany and Austria).

The larger the difference between two languages, obviously, the more challenging it might
be for an individual to move to a certain country. As such, language differences can be con-
sidered a significant cost factor in decision-making processes to relocate abroad (Isphording
and Otten 2014). Linguistic proximity can be considered to be a proxy for this portability:
the closer the language is in linguistic terms (higher proximity), the easier it is to apply
source-country language skills in the destination country (Isphording and Otten 2014) and
it may also require less effort to learn the language of the host country. Bearing this in
mind, it might be expected that students would be more likely to move to countries that
are linguistically closer, as the migration-related costs might then be lower in terms of the
effort required to learn a new language. As an incoming student, they generally need to follow
higher education courses in the host country soon after arrival, which can present a significant
linguistic challenge. Empirical research on international migration in a variety of contexts pro-
vides evidence for this idea. Language distance has been shown to be an important factor that
influences destination choice of international migrants (Adsera and Pytlikova 2015; Bauer,
Epstein, and Gang 2005; Belot and Ederveen 2014; Clark, Hatton, and Williamson 2007; Fun-
khouser and Ramos 1993; Pedersen, Pytlikova, and Smith 2008). This may also hold true for
international students, and thus we can expect they are more likely to move to countries that
are linguistically closer.

To our knowledge, so far only two papers on the drivers of international student migration at the
macro-level have considered language proximity in their quantitative models. First, Balaz, Williams,
and Chran¢okova (2018) found that connectivity factors, including language, contribute to higher
rates of student migration. Second, Bérjesson (2017) studied international student recruitment, and
described three main poles (Pacific, Central European and French/Iberian), in which language
played a role, alongside other factors. Bérjesson’s study is described in further detail in the discus-
sion section below.
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These authors, however, did not explicitly identify the role of language proximity. Nevertheless,
we posit that further analysis of the role of language proximity is important, as language is also vital
for academic, social and economic integration of international students. According to the literature
noted above, linguistic proximity can facilitate international student migration, while linguistic dis-
tance can hamper it.

Data and methods
Data

Our analyses are based on international student data as reported in the UNESCO Educational Stat-
istics database (UIS Statistics 2020). This dataset provides information on international students
who stay longer than one year in the destination country, and thus aligns well with the main pur-
pose of this paper, which is to understand the role of linguistic proximities on educational destina-
tion choices. It is to be expected that this category of international students will be more exposed to
the language of a country compared to those who move for shorter periods and the language of
instruction might therefore have a more important role. Additionally, degree-seeking students
are increasingly viewed as highly-qualified international migrants and the factor of language proxi-
mity may play a more important role in their choice of study destination for longer term career
opportunities.

We focus on countries where official languages are of Indo-European origin since we use
measurements of lexicostatistical distances (Dyen, Kruskal, and Black 1992) that only exist for
such countries. Countries with more than one official language are not included because the data
on international student flows is provided at country level and thus the language that students
are immersed in cannot be known. Finally, English-speaking countries are excluded, as the attrac-
tiveness of such countries beyond language proximity has been shown through empirical research
and various statistical databases (Abbott and Silles 2016; Kahanec and Krélikova 2011; OECD
2019). This results in a dataset with student mobility flows between 21 countries in the European
Economic Area.

Variables

Dependent variable

Our dependent variable is the number of international students from country i in country j in year
x, weighted by the student population of country i in year x. In order to be able to observe variations
over time we focus on the years 2005, 2010, and 2015."

Independent variable

Our independent variable is linguistic proximity. For this variable, we rely on the lexico-statistical
classification developed by Dyen, Kruskal, and Black (1992) that calculates language distances based
on the similarity/difference of the vocabulary of the languages. To build the distance for each pair of
languages Dyen, Kruskal, and Black compared the list of 200 basic words originally listed by Swa-
desh (1952, as cited in Dyen, Kruskal, and Black 1992). These words were used to determine the
number of cognate words and thus calculate lexicostatistical distances between two languages.
These lexicostatistical distances exist only for Indo-European languages, so for this reason our
analysis focuses on 21 European countries whose main official language is Indo-European. The
same approach is widely used in the literature, including studies on international migration (see,
e.g. Belot and Ederveen 2014).” This variable ranges from 0 (two countries have the same language)
to 1 (maximal linguistic distance). Table 1 illustrates linguistic proximity for all the languages in this
study.
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Table 1.Language distances

Table 1. Language distances.

RO T FR ES PT DE NL SV DA NO LT LV SL s SK PL BG EL HR 1S
RO 0 0.34 042 041 037 0.75 075 0.76 076 0.79 08 082 0.79 0.78 077 0.78 08 0.84 0.78 078
T 034 0 0.2 021 0.23 074 0.74 0.74 0.74 0.75 0.76 0.78 0.76 0.75 075 0.76 077 0.82 0.76 0.76
FR 0.42 0.2 0 027 0.29 0.76 076 0.76 076 0.77 078 079 0.78 0.77 077 078 079 0.84 0.77 077
ES 041 021 0.27 0 0.13 0.75 074 075 0.75 0.76 077 079 0.77 0.76 076 0.77 078 0.83 077 0.76
PT 037 0.23 0.29 0.13 0 0.75 075 0.74 0.75 0.76 079 08 0.78 0.76 0.76 078 078 0.83 0.77 065
DE 075 0.74 0.76 0.75 0.75 0 0.16 031 0.29 0.37 0.78 08 0.73 0.74 0.74 0.75 0.77 0.81 0.76 041
NL 0.75 0.74 0.76 074 0.75 0.16 0 031 034 035 079 081 0.75 0.76 075 0.77 078 081 0.78 042
N 0.76 0.74 0.76 075 0.74 031 031 0 013 0.16 078 079 0.75 0.75 074 0.76 0.76 0.82 0.76 021
DA 0.76 0.74 0.76 075 0.75 029 034 0.13 0 0.15 078 08 0.73 0.75 073 075 076 0.82 0.75 022
NO 0.79 0.75 0.77 076 0.76 0.37 035 0.16 0.15 0 08 082 0.76 0.76 076 0.76 077 0.82 0.77 0.19
LT 0.8 0.76 0.78 077 0.79 0.78 079 0.78 078 08 0 039 0.66 0.62 061 0.64 0.66 0.83 0.64 08
L 0.82 0.78 0.79 079 08 0.8 081 0.79 0.8 0.82 039 0 0.68 0.67 0.64 0.67 069 0.85 0.66 081
SL 0.79 0.76 0.78 077 0.78 0.73 075 0.75 0.73 0.76 0.66 0.68 0 0.34 031 037 039 0.82 032 0.76
s 0.78 0.75 0.77 076 0.76 0.74 0.76 0.75 075 0.76 0.62 067 034 0 0.09 0.23 031 0.84 0.28 077
SK 077 0.75 0.77 0.76 0.76 074 0.75 0.74 073 0.76 0.61 0.64 0.31 0.09 0 0.22 032 0.83 0.27 0.76
PL 078 0.76 0.78 077 0.78 0.75 077 0.76 0.75 0.76 0.64 067 0.37 0.23 022 0 037 0.84 032 0.76
BG 0.8 0.77 0.79 078 0.78 077 078 0.76 0.76 0.77 0.66 069 039 031 032 037 0 081 0.29 0.78
EL 0.84 0.82 0.84 083 0.83 0.81 081 0.82 0.82 0.82 083 085 0.82 0.84 083 0.84 081 0 083 08
HR 0.78 0.76 0.77 077 0.77 0.76 0.78 0.76 0.75 0.77 0.64 0.66 0.32 0.28 027 032 029 0.83 0 077
IS 0.78 0.76 0.77 076 0.76 041 042 021 022 0.19 08 081 0.76 0.77 0.76 0.76 078 08 0.77 0

W 13 VAOMINNIHOAO 3 (%) ¥
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Control variables

In order to control for confounding factors, we included several control variables that have been
documented to influence the destination choice of international students. First, since a gravity
model is used, we control for geographical distance, measured as the shortest distance between capi-
tal cities based on the CEPII calculation (CEPII 2020). The positive relationship between geographi-
cal proximity and the size of student mobility flows has been documented by a number of studies
(see, e.g. Abbott and Silles 2016; Hou and Du 2020). The work of Abbott and Silles, in particular,
illustrated the constraining factor of geographical distance on decision-making for students from
low-income countries. This means that students from countries where income is low are more likely
to select countries for their studies which are closer, geographically, to their own.

Second, we control for possible network effects, measured as the number of people from country
i living in country j, weighted by the population of country i, based on the UN database (2019),
adjusted for each measurement year. This variable has been included as several studies suggest
that the presence of people from the same country is related to higher numbers of students choosing
that country as a destination (see, e.g. Baldz, Williams, and Chranc¢okova 2018; Beine, Noél, and
Ragot 2014). Moreover, student mobility can often be a predictor of labour migration (Dreher
and Poutvaara 2006; Thissen and Ederveen 2006), in which the diaspora network also positively
influences migration rates.

Third, we control for the difference in GDP per capita in PPP (purchasing power parity) in des-
tination and origin countries, another factor often cited among determinants of student migration
(Abbott and Silles 2016; Caruso and de Wit 2014; Wei 2013). Our measurements are based on the
World Development Indicators of the World Bank (WDI 2020) and are adjusted for each measure-
ment year. There is no unanimity about the influence of GDP on international student mobility, but
generally flows to more developed and richer countries tend to be higher (see, e.g. Adsera and Pytli-
kova 2015; Larramona 2013).

The fourth control variable is educational reputation, measured as the difference between the
ratios of the number of universities in the 500 Shanghai ranking and the student populations of
both countries. The data for this variable originates from the Academic Ranking of World Univer-
sities (ARWU 2020). Educational reputation can be both a push and pull factor of student mobility
as indicated in a vast body of research (Abbott and Silles 2016; Beine, Noél, and Ragot 2014;
Cebolla-Boado, Hu, and Soysal 2018; Hou and Du 2020; Naidoo 2007; Rodriguez Gonzalez, Bus-
tillo, and Mariel 2011; Van Bouwel and Veugelers 2013).

Fifth, we control for the difference in average tuition fees in destination and origin countries,
based on data from the European Commission (2014). Tuition fees are another factor often listed
among the determinants of international student mobility. There is evidence to suggest that high
tuition fees are one cause of declining flows of international students (Caruso and de Wit 2014; Nai-
doo 2007). However, there is no consensus regarding the role tuition fees play in student migration.
For example, Beine, Noél, and Ragot (2014) did not find the influence of tuition fees to be
significant.

A descriptive overview of all variables included in the analysis is provided in Table 2.

Analytic strategy

After presenting a descriptive analysis of the major flows between the 21 countries, we analyse the
role of language proximity with a gravity model. Based on Newton’s law of gravity and later adopted
by economists to explain trade flows between the countries, gravity models of international popu-
lation movements predict that the flow of individuals between two countries is negatively related to
the distance between the two countries, after controlling for factors that may affect international
migration (adapted from Kanavos and Wouters 2014). Gravity models have also been used to ana-
lyse international student mobility flows elsewhere (see e.g. Abbott and Silles 2016; Thissen and
Ederveen 2006; Van Bouwel and Veugelers 2013).
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Standard Number of
Mean deviation Min Max observations
Number of students from country i in country j 568 1,976 0 27,150 1,260
(absolute number)
Number of students from country i in country j 0 0.01 0 0.12 1,260
(weighted by the total number of students of
country i)
Number of students of the country of origin 768,178 837,111 15,169 2,977,781 63
Linguistic distance 0.66 0.21 0.09 1 210
Geographical distance (in km) 1,431 815 60 4,167 210
Migrant stock (absolute number of migrants from 26,943 104,917 0 1,592,694 1,260
country i in country j)
Migrant stock (weighted by the population of the 0.002 0.006 0 0.063 1,260
country of origin)
Fees (difference) 0 1,510 —3,300 3,300 1,260
Educational reputation (difference) 0 13.22454 —31.12849 31.12849 1,260
GDP (difference) 0 17,100 —49,939 49,939 1,260

The specification of the gravity model used is a model with two different distances in the
denominator (linguistic and geographical). In the gravity equation used both in physics and in
trade, the influence of geographical distance is negative, i.e., more distance results in weaker grav-
itational force and trade volume respectively. We assume that linguistic distance should also be
negatively associated with international student flows. A PPML (Poisson pseudo-maximum likeli-
hood) estimator is adopted for our gravity model. A simple OLS (ordinary least squares) on the log-
linearized equation cannot be used since, first, there is a significant proportion of zero streams in
our sample (5% in 2015) and this complicates the application of logarithms. Second, as shown by
Santos Silva and Tenreyro (2006), the presence of heteroskedasticity in the gravity model can intro-
duce bias in the OLS estimation of log-linearized equation. They suggest further that a PPML esti-
mator minimises this bias.

Results
Descriptive analysis of international student flows

In a first analytical step, the international student flows between the 21 countries in our database are
descriptively analysed. Table 3 provides an overview of the number of incoming and outgoing stu-
dents per year.

Opverall, there is an increase of 42% in the number of international students between the years
2005 and 2010, with 172,000 students in 2005 and more than 245,000 in 2010. There is another
increase of 22% between the years 2010 and 2015, when the number of international students in
the countries analysed reached almost 300,000.

Among the origin countries, Germany, Slovenia, Czech Republic, Italy and Romania contributed
most to this increase in the period 2005-2010, and Germany, Greece, Italy, Romania and France in
2010-2015. Among the destination countries, Austria and Czech Republic had twice as many inter-
national students in 2010 compared to 2005, whereas the Netherlands and Spain tripled the number
of students in the same time period. In the case of Spain, for example, the biggest student number
increase was from Italy and Romania, both languages are linguistically close to Spanish and all
belong to the Latin group of Indo-European languages.

The Netherlands and Czech Republic saw a rise in the number of international students due to
the higher flows from Germany and Slovakia respectively, also both geographically and linguisti-
cally close countries. There is an increase of 20% and 36% in international students to Denmark
and the Netherlands respectively between 2010 and 2015. Considering the flows between countries,
those from Germany to the Netherlands and Austria and from Slovakia to Czech Republic
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Table 3. Most popular destination and source countries among 21 countries of the analysis in 2005, 2010, and 2015 numbers).
Destination countries Origin countries

2005 n 2010 n 2015 n 2005 n 2010 n 2015

1. Germany 48499 1. Germany 48188 1. Germany 52548 1. Germany 29667 1. Germany 58076 1. Germany 70850
2. France 32189 2. Austria 45305 2. Austria 44049 2. Italy 17132 2. Slovenia 26076 2. Italy 33730
3. Austria 24884 3. France 34803 3. Netherlands 40327 3. Greece 13313 3. Romania 15535 3. Slovenia 27203
4. ltaly 15039 4. Czech Republic 24905 4. France 34100 4. Slovenia 13240 4. Poland 14997 4.Romania 21765
5. Czech Republic 11228 5. Netherlands 20473 5. Czech Republic 25967 5. Poland 13063 5. Bulgaria 13774 5. Greece 17721
6. Netherlands 8695 6. Italy 14896 6. Denmark 22915 6. Bulgaria 12465 6. Spain 12550 6. Spain 17342
7. Sweden 6398 7. Spain 12998 7. Iltaly 19070 7. Spain 11679 7. Greece 11748 7. France 17097
8. Denmark 5248 8. Denmark 11947 8. Spain 15594 8. France 11103 8. France 11329 8. Bulgaria 15215
9. Spain 4994 9. Slovakia 6539 9. Slovakia 8381 9. Romania 9902 9. Austria 9557 9. Poland 14387
10. Norway 4097 10. Norway 5007 10. Poland 7489 10. Austria 9572 10. Czech Republic 8632 10. Austria 11695

Source: UNESCO Educational Statistics
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contributed most to the increase in the period 2005-2010, and from Germany to the Netherlands in
2010-15. As can be observed, most of these patterns concern international student mobility
between countries that are geographically and linguistically close.

Gravity models

First the relationship between student flows, linguistic distance and other control variables in 2005,
2010, and 2015 are analysed separately. This is followed by a pooled model, controlling for possible
period effects. Table 4 presents the results of the gravity model analysis.

As can be seen, all models reveal a statistically significant negative relationship between language
distance and the number of international students. Model I for the year 2005 shows that linguistic
distance has a negative correlation with the number of international students, indicating that the
larger the distance between the official languages in the home and destination countries, the less
likely it is that students will move to that specific destination. Model II and model III reveal the
same pattern for the years 2010 and 2015. The negative correlation persists in the pooled model
- model IV - where we control for period effects. In sum, all models support our hypothesis
that language proximity has a positive effect on student mobility, i.e., that students are more likely
to move for their studies to countries that are linguistically close. This finding appears to be very
robust, as it holds while controlling for possible confounding factors, as well as when considering
different time periods.

Discussion

Analysis of the macro factors influencing international student migration showed that international
degree-seeking students are more likely to move to countries whose official language is linguistically
close to that of their home country. A number of aspects may help to explain this.

Linguistic distance between countries might correlate strongly with cultural distance in a broad
sense, and the language distance variable might hence capture the effect of cultural and historic ties
between countries in addition to a purely linguistic effect. This can be observed in Borjesson’s
(2017) analysis of global student mobility flows through a correspondence analysis. His analysis
of student recruitment revealed three key geographical poles. The Pacific/Market pole corresponds
to the use of English as a global language; the French and Iberian pole to colonial logic; and the

Table 4. Gravity models on the role of linguistic proximity on international students’ destination choice, standard errors between

brackets.
Model | Model Il Model Il Model IV
Pooled model with time
2005 2010 2015 effects
Independent variable
Linguistic proximity —0.434%** (0.127) —0.769*** (0.125) —0.780*** (0.119) —0.742*** (0.040)
Control variables
Geographical distance —0.024 (0.094) —0.147(0.093) —0.179* (0.091) —0.073* (0.033)
Student population at destination —0.084 (0.083) —0.147 (0.082) —0.006 (0.077) —0.163*** (0.031)
Network effect 0.820*** (0.060) 0.761*** (0.060) 0.650*** (0.056) 0.679*** (0.019)
Difference in the educational 0.631* (0.262) 0.590 (0.303) 0.625* (0.242) 0.414*** (0.079)
reputation
Difference in fees 0.034 (0.045) 0.002 (0.038) —0.011 (0.028) —0.012 (0.012)
Difference in GDP —0.057 (0.097) 0.059 (0.282) 0.077 (0.248) 0.088 (0.054)
Dummy_2010 0.148* (0.064)
Dummy_2015 0.299*** (0.062)
Constant 5.555*** (0.663) 5.889*** (0.761)  5.744*** (0.726) 4.711%** (0.359)
Pseudo R? 0.67 0.68 0.65 0.65
Observations 420 420 420 1,260

Notes: *=p < 0.05, **=p < 0.01, **=p < 0.001.
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