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Utrecht is an international city with international ambi-

tions. The city has the largest and best university in the 

Netherlands, is intricately linked to an extensive Euro-

pean network and hopes to become the European Cul-

tural Capital in 2018. And Utrecht is a multilingual city; 

increasing numbers of students follow courses in various 

languages. The city attracts international companies 

and in its streets, libraries, restaurants and cinemas, the 

international character of the city is expressed daily in 

multilingualism.

Multilingualism is the ability to actively use one or more 

languages. Our research shows that 95% of residents in 

Utrecht have this ability. This can have various causes 

one of which is immigration, but another is the fact 

that in the Netherlands, primary and higher education 

languages are part of the curriculum. Languages are also 

learned outside this formal education system. For profes-

sions and job opportunities it can be useful to speak 

more than one language. These are just some of the rea-

sons why residents in Utrecht speak different languages. 

Unfortunately, multilingualism is also often associated 

with negative effects like language and learning prob-

lems and segregation. However, the research provided 

here shows that multilingualism can also be viewed from 

a positive perspective. The ability to use more languages 

is an enormous potential in many aspects of life and pro-

vides opportunities for the city and its residents. 

The European Commission set the standard for this 

research. In 2006 the Eurobarometer entitled ‘Europeans 

and their Languages’ issued by the European Commis-

sion demonstrated that the Netherlands was second 

only to Luxembourg in residents who spoke two or more 

languages besides their mother tongue, placing it near 

the top of the list of multilingual hotspots in Europe. 

With this research we zoomed in on Utrecht. Both from 

a methodological as from a theoretical perspective, this 

research is truly innovative. By focusing on the city as the 

center of our research, we obtained a unique perspec-

tive on multilingualism. The results are extraordinary: 

85% of the inhabitants speak at least 3 languages to 

some extent, and 58% speak at least 3 languages well. 

The main reason for this high level of multilingualism 

in Utrecht is the presence of numerous well-educated 

young people and adults. In addition, many people with 

a foreign background live in the city. Research shows 

that people with a foreign background do not speak, on 

average, more languages than those without a foreign 

background; however, this diversity of the population 

in Utrecht brings more languages to the city, making 

Utrecht a multilingual hotspot in Europe. Next to being 

such a flourishing hotspot, Utrecht hopes to further uti-

lize its rich linguistic potential. 

Our gratitude goes out to Utrecht University for being an 

important partner in this research. Special thanks goes 

out to Dr. Borja Martinovic, the author of this research 

project, who found a way to map and research the multi-

lingual potential of the City of Utrecht. 

Hans Sakkers

Head of the Department of International Affairs  

Municipality of Utrecht

The City of Utrecht - Multilingual Hotspot in Europe
Preface
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The Dutch City of Utrecht as a European Hotspot and 
Laboratory for Multilingualism

From bricks and clay a city with a tower was built in the land of Sinear. The builders had envisioned a tow-

er so high that it would reach into the heavens. God convicted their vain plans and disrupted the construc-

tion. What used to be one people with one common language God turned into numerous peoples each 

with their separate language, and spread them all over the world. Since that time the interaction between 

the different peoples of the world has been hindered by the “Babylonian confusion of tongues”. 

                  - The Bible

1
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1. Introduction
Linguistic diversity is a phenomenon that reaches far 

back into human history, and is a result of the initial geo-

graphic isolation of early human settlements. The fact 

that this topic also appears in the Bible’s Old Testament 

(in the form of a story about the Babylonian confusion of 

tongues) only strengthens the argument that language 

diversity has characterized human society from an 

early stage on. At the same time, people are by nature 

endowed with the ability to master more than one lan-

guage, which helps them overcome the communication 

barriers posed by the “confusion of tongues”. Over the 

centuries, as the contact between different civilizations 

gradually developed, people increasingly started learning 

foreign languages. However, it was not until the last sev-

eral decades, which have been unprecedentedly marked 

by the processes of migration and globalization, that the 

need for foreign language proficiency has skyrocketed. 

Languages are lately also receiving increasing attention 

from governments and intergovernmental organizations. 

The United Nations proclaimed 2008 the “International 

year of languages”, and in 2007 the European Union 

appointed a Commissioner for Multilingualism, whose 

portfolio focused on promoting foreign language learn-

ing. The goal that the European government ultimately 

wants to reach is for every citizen to speak at least two 

languages in addition to his or her mother tongue. The 

justification for this goal is that multilingualism brings 

along many advantages for individuals and for the 

society as a whole. According to the former European 

Commissioner, Mr. Leonard Orban, some of the principal 

benefits of raising multilingual European citizens are 

increased competitiveness of the European economy 

and an effective intercultural dialogue within as well as 

outside Europe (Orban, 2007). 

1.1. Ambitions of the city of Utrecht

Stimulated by the EU’s fresh discourse on multilingual-

ism, the linguistically diverse city of Utrecht in the 

Netherlands has decided to more actively promote its 

multilingual features, among others, in support of its 

candidature for the European Capital of Culture in 2018. 

This report is a starting point, and its aim is threefold. 

First, we would like to present Utrecht as an example of a 

flourishing multilingual environment within the EU: “a Eu-

ropean hotspot for languages”. We will sketch a linguistic 

portrait of Utrecht by making an inventory of multilingual 

arenas and practices in the city, focusing on both the 

diversity of languages spoken by the inhabitants as well 

as the language-related events, courses and facilities 

provided by the city. 

The information about the multilingual practices of the 

city have been collected by means of interviews with the 

representatives of several institutions, such as the mu-

nicipal government, the university, language institutes, 

companies and NGOs that in some way promote multilin-

gualism.

The second objective of this report is to provide theoreti-

cal guidelines for turning Utrecht into “a European labo-

ratory for multilingualism”. Given its linguistic diversity, 

Utrecht represents a convenient setting for exploring the 

possibilities for further stimulation of multiple language 

acquisition and use. These possibilities can best be iden-

tified by means of scientific research that attempts to 

unravel the causes and consequences of being multilin-

gual. The main research question posed is the following: 

“What renders certain individuals more prone to acquir-

ing (multiple) foreign languages, and what are the eco-

nomic, social and cultural advantages of speaking more 

than one language for these individuals?” Therefore, this 

report will delve into the existing scientific literature on 

multilingualism, describe the type of research conducted 

on this topic and propose a comprehensive theoretical 

model for identifying causes and consequences of multi-

lingualism in Utrecht. This model could be systematically 

tested in the years to come.  

Third, relying on new quantitative data that have been 

collected in 2009 from among the inhabitants of Utrecht, 

as well as the participants in language schools and the 

employees in small and medium companies, we will 

present a detailed overview of how multilingual the 

citizens of Utrecht are: how many languages are being 

spoken per person, what the most commonly spoken 

languages are, how proficient Utrechters are in the for-

eign languages they speak, and in what contexts (work, 

family, friends, etc.) and how often these languages are 

being used. Also, a first step will be made towards identi-

fying some of the characteristics of people that facilitate 

or hinder the acquisition of multiple languages, as well 

as the characteristics that might be a result of being mul-

tilingual. In this way preliminary answers will be provided 

to the abovementioned research question. 

By experimenting with its linguistic richness, Utrecht 

wants to set a precedent for Europe. The ambitions, how-

ever, do not stop here. The ultimate goal is to establish 

contact with other multilingual cities of Europe, such as 

Valletta, Luxembourg, Brussels and Strasbourg, to name 

a few, and to see if there are any possibilities of conduct-

ing comparative research on multilingualism in these 

European cities. 
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Therefore, we will conclude this report by proposing that 

our conceptual model of multilingualism be validated 

in multiple locations in Europe in the future. The added 

value of replicating this research on multilingualism in 

other cities is not only that one can check where multi-

lingualism thrives more and whether the individual-level 

causes and consequences identified in Utrecht also hold 

true for other locations, but also that the characteristics 

of the larger context could be taken into account when 

explaining the differences in the degree of multilingual-

ism among European cities. For example, national poli-

cies on language, such as the subtitling versus dubbing 

of foreign films, can also be informative of the popula-

tion’s foreign-language skills. 

1.2. A novel approach to studying   
 multilingualism

Apart from shedding some light on what categories of 

people in Utrecht speak several languages and how they 

profit from these skills, the present research is also inter-

esting from a scientific point of view, both theoretically 

and methodologically.

1.2.1. Theoretical innovativeness

Although foreign language proficiency has been the topic 

of numerous scientific studies, so far no comprehensive 

theory has been developed that takes into account both 

the role of psychological characteristics of the people, 

their socio-economic background and the role of external 

resources (e.g., the neighborhood in which people live or 

the type of friends they have) in facilitating the acquisi-

tion of foreign languages. 

Sociological research on destination-language pro-

ficiency of immigrants provides a sound theoretical 

framework for explaining differences in foreign-language 

proficiency. It posits that immigrants’ destination-

language proficiency is determined by three mecha-

nisms: the extent of exposure to the foreign language, 

the efficiency with which an individual acquires foreign 

languages and the incentives he or she has for learning 

them (Chiswick & Miller, 2001). Yet, this type of research 

largely neglects the role of psychological characteristics. 

As we will propose below, the framework on exposure-

efficiency-incentives could easily be extended to include 

the psychological indicators, and it could also be applied 

to the autochthonous population. 

As to the consequences of multilingualism, these are 

also often studied but have not yet been unified under 

a common theoretical umbrella. In this report it will be 

argued that the consequences of multilingualism can all 

be grouped under the terms of human, social or cultural 

capital, and that language proficiency provides an ad-

ditional opportunity for people to accumulate all three 

forms of valuable capital.

1.2.2. Methodological innovativeness

Many studies draw conclusions about causes and con-

sequences of multilingualism, but very rarely are these 

conclusions validated by longitudinal data, in which the 

same group of respondents is interviewed repeatedly 

over a certain period of time, and that therefore provide 

a better indication of the direction of the relationships; 

for example, does travelling abroad increase foreign- 

language proficiency or do people who speak foreign 

languages more likely decide to go on such trips? Ideally, 

a longitudinal survey should be conducted among a 

broader Utrecht population and over a longer period 

of time, in order to be able to pinpoint the causes and 

the long-term benefits of foreign language proficiency. 

Based on the theoretical approach that we will propose, 

in this report we will design such an ideal study, bearing 

in mind that it might take a couple of years before such 

an extensive research project can be done. All in all, the 

research on multilingualism in Utrecht is relevant not 

only due to its practical implications for the city itself 

and the EU, but also due to its theoretical and methodo-

logical innovativeness. 

1.3. The structure of the report

After carefully defining the concept of multilingualism 

and considering its various dimensions (Chapter 2), an 

overview of existing multilingual practices in Utrecht will 

be given (Chapter 3). By doing so, we want to highlight 

the fact that Utrecht is one of the multilingual hotspots 

of Europe. Next, upon having consulted the scientific 

literature on foreign-language proficiency, a compre-

hensive theoretical framework for identifying causes 

and consequences of multilingualism will be developed, 

accompanied by a conceptual model that captures the 

hypothesized relationships (Chapter 4).1  

The focus will then shift to Utrecht as a laboratory for 

multilingualism. With quantitative data that have been 

collected in Utrecht we will be able to examine the 

degree and forms of multilingualism among the city’s 

population, and we will validate some of the theoretical 

ideas about causes and consequences of multilingualism 

(Chapter 5, section 5.1). 
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The report will end with a proposal for more elaborate 

quantitative research that could be conducted in Utrecht 

(but possibly also in other EU cities) in the course of the 

coming few years (Chapter 5, section 5.2). Once the find-

ings of this more elaborate research are known, the city 

of Utrecht and the EU could rely on them in their formula-

tion of future policies on multilingualism. 

1 The literature presented in this report mostly encompasses 

books and articles from peer-reviewed journals that were pub-

lished in English during the last 30 years, with the exception of a 

couple of Dutch and German sources.
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Multilingualism and its dimensions

In very basic terms, multilingualism can be defined as the ability to speak more than one language. A 

similar but somewhat more elaborate definition adhered to by the EU equates multilingualism with “the 

ability of societies, institutions, groups and individuals to engage, on a regular basis, with more than one 

language in their day-to-day lives” (Commission of the European Communities, 2007). However, the concept 

of multilingualism is too complex to be fully captured by a single definition. When examining the multi-

faceted character of multilingualism, scientific studies often highlight the difference between societal and 

individual multilingualism, between bilingualism and multilingualism, between basic skills and fluency, 

between the four types of language skills (speaking, listening, reading and writing), and between language 

proficiency and language use. These differences are discussed below in order to specify what form of mul-

tilingualism will be considered in this report when presenting Utrecht as a hotspot and a laboratory.

2
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2.1. Societal versus individual 
 multilingualism

The most general distinction is the one between societal 

and individual multilingualism (Van Els, 2005). Societal 

multilingualism refers to the number of languages that 

are spoken in a given community (e.g., neighborhood, 

city or country), while individual multilingualism de-

scribes for the number of languages that a single person 

speaks. Both types of multilingualism have been exten-

sively studied.  

On a national level, societal multilingualism is an omni-

present phenomenon. Although most of the countries 

present themselves as de jure monolingual (that is, they 

recognize one language as the official language), de fac-

to all countries are multilingual. For a country to be pure-

ly monolingual all inhabitants should always speak only 

one language, and that should be the same language 

for everyone (Mamadouh, 2002). This turns out to be 

impossible in the era of technological advances in com-

munication and travel, which have lead to the flourishing 

of international trade, migration and tourism. Moreover, 

many countries historically house one or more linguistic 

minorities. Examples in Europe are abundant: Russians 

in the Baltic states, Frisians in the Netherlands, Catalans 

and Basques in Spain and Hungarians in Romania (Extra 

& Gorter, 2008). African countries with their numerous 

tribal and colonial languages, as well as the traditional 

immigration destinations such as the US and Canada 

have an even richer palette of minority languages. 

However, societal multilingualism often does not trans-

late into a politically just treatment of all the languages 

spoken in a country. Most of the studies in Europe and 

abroad have therefore examined how well the minority 

languages are represented in education (Balfour, 2007; 

Christian, Howard & Loeb, 2000; Forray & Hegedus, 1995; 

Langner & Imbach, 2000; Nehr, 2001), how they could 

get a better place in the public domain (Desai, 2001; 

Hornberger, 2002; Hult, 2004; Wong & Motha, 2007), or 

how the presence of English threatens the survival of 

local languages (Hult, 2004; Özerk, 2001; Stotz, 2006). 

Also the EU as a multilingual constellation has received 

substantial attention. In this context it is often exam-

ined how the EU, with its 23 official languages, can best 

cater to the demand that documents be translated to all 

these languages, thereby ensuring transparency without 

compromising much of its efficiency (Gazzola, 2006; 

Mamadouh, 2002; Van Els, 2005). 

While societal multilingualism as a macro-approach 

provides relevant insights into the richness of languages 

in a community and couples that with desirable linguistic 

policies, it is not very informative about the process of 

language acquisition or about the benefits of multilin-

gualism for individuals. The other stream of research 

focuses exactly on these micro-questions that relate to 

the causes and consequences of individual multilingual-

ism. Aside from finding out how many languages people 

can master, the following questions are often investi-

gated: “what are the characteristics of individuals who 

speak foreign languages?”, “who are the ones who obtain 

a higher level of proficiency?”, “how does the learning 

environment enhance or hinder foreign language acquisi-

tion?” and “in what ways do multilinguals profit from 

their language skills?”. 

In this report both forms of multilingualism will be con-

sidered. When describing Utrecht as a European hotspot 

we will show how linguistically rich the city is and how 

language diversity is stimulated and catered for by vari-

ous institutions. This portrait of multilingual Utrecht is a 

reflection of societal multilingualism. On the other hand, 

when designing quantitative research to detect causes 

and consequences of being multilingual, we will be oper-

ating in the sphere of individual multilingualism.

2.2. Bilingualism versus multilingualism 

While all people who speak more than one language 

could, in principle, be labeled as multilingual, the field 

of linguistics tends to distinguish between bilinguals and 

multilinguals. Linguists categorize an individual familiar 

with two languages as bilingual, and multilingual as an 

individual familiar with three or more languages (Cenoz 

& Genesee, 1998; Cenoz, Hufeisen & Jessner, 2001; De 

Angelis, 2007). Such research argues that the learning 

of a third and additional languages differs substantially 

from the learning of the second language (i.e., the first 

foreign language). Given that we are not interested in de-

tailed cognitive processes of language acquisition, in this 

report we will consider any person who speaks another 

language next to his or her mother tongue to be multi-

lingual. In quantitative research that we are planning to 

conduct we will analyze the differences between indi-

viduals with respect to the overall number of languages 

they speak. 

2.3. Basic knowledge versus fluency

Another aspect that should be taken into account is the 

degree of language proficiency. What level of language 

skills is needed to classify someone as having the knowl-

edge of that language? According to the Common Euro-

pean Framework of Reference for Languages, 6 levels of 

foreign-language proficiency can be distinguished, rang-

ing from basic to proficient (Council of Europe, 2001). 
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Studies on bilingualism and multilingualism within the 

field of linguistics and developmental (child) psychology 

sometimes espouse the higher extreme and consider 

language mastery as a condition for individuals to be 

classified as either bilingual or multilingual (Yip & Mat-

thews, 2007). 

The other extreme is represented by researchers among 

other institutions, from Utrecht University on receptive 

multilingualism (the so-called “lingua receptiva”). They 

argue that it is not even necessary for people to be able 

to speak a foreign language at all as long as they can 

understand it. The main principle of receptive multilin-

gualism is that the interlocutors speak each their own 

language and that they understand each other perfectly 

(Ten Thije, 2006). The application of the lingua receptiva 

principle has, for example, been proven in research on 

the Goethe Institute in the Netherlands where German 

is being actively used by some employees and Dutch 

passively understood, and the other way around (Ten 

Thije, 2006). Between these two extremes there is a large 

volume of studies that opts for a less strict definition of 

multilingualism – some degree of knowledge of two or 

more languages (see for example Portes & Schauffler, 

1994; Ricciardelli, 1992).

Although receptive multilingualism might be a quick and 

efficient way to ensure communication between people 

who do not actively speak the language of their conver-

sational partner, its main limitation is that it can and will 

mainly be used by people who speak similar languages, 

or by people who live in border areas where two or more 

languages mix. For example, while it works for Germans 

and Dutch, such a communication is hardly imaginable 

between a speaker of Spanish and a speaker of Chinese. 

At the same time, the norm of absolute fluency, as advo-

cated by some scientists, is also not feasible for a large 

segment of the population. For instance, to master three 

languages on a comparably high level (more specifically, 

to be considered as a native speaker of all three) one 

would probably have to come from a linguistically mixed 

family, and then have been living for a long time with 

their parents in a country where another language is spo-

ken. By classifying only such people as “multilingual” we 

would discard a whole array of people who speak foreign 

languages well enough to function in those languages in 

their day-to-day lives.  

Therefore, for the purposes of this report, any individual 

who has some knowledge of a foreign language falls into 

the category “multilingual”. However, in the quantitative 

survey that will be analyzed, next to asking what lan-

guages the respondents speak, we also inquire about the 

level of proficiency in each of the languages mentioned, 

which makes it possible to differentiate between people 

with only a basic knowledge and those with a good 

knowledge. We will therefore experiment also with these 

differences in our “Utrecht laboratory”. 

2.4. Types of language skills

When measuring language skills, a distinction is some-

times made between four domains of language profi-

ciency: speaking, listening, reading and writing (see for 

example Chiswick, 1991; Dustmann, 1994; Esser, 2006; 

Extra & Yağmur, 2004; Gonzalez, 2000). Listening and 

reading can be classified as receptive competences, while 

speaking and writing belong to productive competences. 

While these domains are strongly related to each other 

(Carnevale, Fry & Lowell, 2001; Esser, 2006) – people who 

can write in a certain language also tend to be able to 

read it, speak it and understand it – proficiency in one 

domain is not necessarily accompanied by equal profi-

ciency in another domain. The four domains differ with 

regards to the level of difficulty. Listening is known to 

be the easiest task and writing is usually regarded as the 

most difficult task (Esser, 2006). 

However, there is a general consensus among research-

ers that all four types of language skills are affected 

by the same set of determinants (Esser, 2006), such as 

the length of exposure to the language (be it through 

language instruction or migration), the age at which 

exposure started, the level of education of the language 

learner and the characteristics of the context in which 

the language is being learned (e.g., the availability of 

speakers of that language). It is only in some cases that 

the strength of the relationships varies depending on 

the type of the skill. For example, formal education af-

fects writing skills more than speaking skills (Dustmann, 

1994).

That being said, given that people who show produc-

tive competences usually also show the receptive ones 

(Carnevale, Fry & Lowell, 2001), and given that the 

productive competences are essential for being able 

to express oneself and fully participate in the society 

(Gonzalez, 2000), in this report we propose to study 

the productive language skills. More specifically, we will 

focus on speaking, which is more informal, more often 

used and applicable to a larger number of contexts, than 

writing.
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2.5. Language proficiency versus 
 language use

Lastly, it should be noted that having foreign language 

skills does not always translate into employing those 

skills on a regular basis. For this reason, researchers 

have recently started to make a distinction between 

language proficiency and language use. There are stud-

ies that look specifically at the determinants of language 

proficiency. These are the studies on foreign-language 

acquisition (De Angelis, 2007) and ability (Robinson et 

al., 2006) or studies on immigrants’ destination-language 

proficiency in the US and other Western countries (Car-

liner, 2000; Espenshade & Fu, 1997; Espinosa & Massey, 

1997; Stevens, 1999). 

Other researchers explore the contexts in which differ-

ent languages are being used (Extra & Yağmur, 2004; 

Stevens, 1992; Alba et al., 2002). When it comes to immi-

grants, the distinction between the public and the private 

sphere becomes important, as immigrants tend to use 

the language of the destination country in their public 

lives (school, work, etc.) and the language of the country 

of origin in the private context (at home and with the 

family) (Fishman [1972] in Alba et al., [2002]). Moreover, 

Chiswick and Miller (2001) view destination-language us-

age as the more serious step towards immigrant integra-

tion than just achieving destination-language proficiency. 

In a recent study that combines language proficiency and 

language use, Van Tubergen and Kalmijn (2009) showed 

that the association between the two aspects is modest, 

and that each of them is to a different extent affected by 

a number of individual and contextual characteristics. 

Moreover, they have argued that there is a causal link 

between usage and proficiency (the more one uses a lan-

guage, the better he or she will speak it), as well as the 

other way around (the better one speaks the language, 

the more he or she will use it).

The main aim of the present research is to understand 

the differences in the number of spoken languages (the 

degree of multilingualism), but we will also take into 

account the level of proficiency in those languages when 

selecting our measure of multilingualism. This means 

that we are not interested in explaining the frequency 

and the patterns of language use. However, language use 

can be added as an explanation for language proficiency. 

Following Van Tubergen and Kalmijn’s research (2009), 

which is in line with an old Roman saying that ‘usage is 

the best language teacher’, we will look at how the fre-

quency with which a language is used affects proficiency 

in that language.

2.6. The form of multilingualism 
 to be studied in Utrecht

In the research we are planning to conduct in Utrecht, 

the concept of societal multilingualism will be used when 

presenting the linguistic diversity of Utrecht, and a shift 

will be made to individual multilingualism when unravel-

ling the causes and consequences of being multilingual. 

For the purposes of this report, people are considered 

to be multilingual if they can orally express themselves 

in two or more languages, at least to some degree, 

regardless of whether they use those languages in their 

day-to-day lives.
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Utrecht as a European hotspot for multilingualism

The EU has already made a first step towards mapping the degree and forms of multilingualism in its 

member states, and this research was published in the Eurobarometer 2006. After Luxembourg, the 

Netherlands turns out to be the country with the highest percentage of people who speak at least two 

languages in addition to their mother tongue (75%). This is especially an achievement if one compares the 

Netherlands to other highly multilingual countries in Europe. While in Luxembourg three and in Malta two 

languages have an official status, meaning that the citizens are almost by default raised as trilingual or 

bilingual, in the Netherlands only one language – Dutch – is official throughout the country. 

3
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In a similar vein, Lithuania, Latvia and Slovenia all have 

a high proportion of multilingual population (Euroba-

rometer, 2006), but this phenomenon has its roots in 

the countries’ recent history: 70% of Latvians and 80% 

of Lithuanians speak Russian, which was the official 

language at the time when these countries were part of 

the Soviet Union, and 60% of Slovenians speak Serbo-

Croatian, which is a legacy of the Yugoslav times. The 

Netherlands has a much longer history of independence, 

and this luxury often costs of linguistic richness. All 

this means that for Dutch people to be multilingual they 

have to learn languages of other nations. Therefore, it is 

remarkable that within the EU the Dutch score extremely 

high on foreign languages. 

Zooming in on Utrecht, preliminary research within the 

Netherlands from 2005 shows that the city sticks out, 

with 77% of its population speaking to some extent 3 

or more languages, and a remarkable 12 % having some 

knowledge of at least 5 languages (BI, 2005). This means 

that Utrecht is very close to living up to the European 

norm of trilingualism. What makes Utrecht so special 

in this respect? In this section we will make a portrait 

of multilingual Utrecht by delving into a number of city 

characteristics, practices and facilities that promote lan-

guage learning and language diversity. This information 

is partly gathered online and partly trough of interviews 

with the representatives of the relevant institutions and 

organizations in Utrecht. 

One of the conclusions of the Eurobarometer is that mul-

tilingualism is more common among young and highly 

educated people, as well as among foreign residents and 

ethnic minority members (Eurobarometer, 2006). Utrecht 

fits this profile very well. According to the Central Office 

for Statistics a substantial 54% of the working population 

in Utrecht is highly educated, while 29% has obtained 

mid-levels and 17% low-levels of education. Utrecht 

performs much better than the average Dutch popula-

tion, where the respective percentages are 31, 45 and 24, 

but also better than other large cities in the Netherlands, 

such as Rotterdam and The Hague (CBS, 2006). Fur-

thermore, 22% of the population of Utrecht is under 20 

years of age, and about a third (31%) is of foreign origin 

(CBS, 2006). The foreign population mainly comprises 

long-established colonial immigrants and guest work-

ers, their Dutch-born children and students from all over 

the world, which results in a wide diversity of mother 

tongues. 

3.1. Tertiary education

The multilingual character of Utrecht is primarily evident 

in the educational sector. Starting at the highest level 

(the doctorate), PhD candidates at Utrecht University are 

allowed to write their theses in Dutch, English, German or 

French (and under special circumstances other languages 

may be accepted). Whatever the language of choice, 

it is required that it be accompanied with a summary 

translated to another language, these being either Dutch 

or English. Given that many PhD candidates come from 

abroad, and given that English is the lingua franca of the 

academic community worldwide, Dutch and English are 

interchangeably used in research departments of Utrecht 

University. 

Moving on to the Master’s programes, Utrecht University 

offers 89 English-taught degrees, which makes up half 

of the available graduate programes. The other half is 

taught in Dutch. As for Bachelor’s degrees, these are 

predominantly offered in Dutch. However, there are two 

exceptions: the program in Economics and the interna-

tional Honors College in Liberal Arts and Sciences – Uni-

versity College Utrecht (UCU) – are both English-taught 

undergraduate degrees. 

University College Utrecht scores especially high on mul-

tilingualism, because aside from completing their degree 

in English, the students are obliged to take classes in 

another foreign language at an advanced level. They can 

choose between German, French, Spanish and Italian, 

while foreign students can also opt for Dutch language. 

One of the novelties is that Chinese has recently also 

been offered in the light of China’s growing role on the 

world stage. Next to the linguistic diversity in terms of 

instruction, the student population of UCU comes from 

various linguistic backgrounds. In 2008, 36 percent of 

UCU students were non-Dutch. In total about 20 percent 

of students came from other European countries. The 

remaining 16 percent came from all other parts of the 

world. Interestingly, 9 percent was registered as having 

dual nationality. With its linguistic policies and ethnically 

diverse student body, UCU already lives up to the EU 

norm of trilingualism. 

In addition to the more obvious languages that are be-

ing used in higher education, another interesting fact is 

that Utrecht hosts the only program for teachers of sign 

languages in the Netherlands, which only strengthens the 

argument about linguistic diversity in Utrecht’s higher 

education.
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3.2. Secondary education

Utrecht is proud of its bilingual high school – St. Grego-

rius College – where students can opt to have half of the 

classes taught in English and the other half in Dutch. At 

the moment there is no international school available in 

Utrecht, but the option of setting it up is being seriously 

considered. The purpose would be to provide education 

for the children of diplomats and other foreigners who 

are only staying temporarily in the Netherlands for their 

jobs. 

3.3. Primary education

Until 2004 in primary schools classes in mother tongue 

were offered to pupils of Turkish and Moroccan back-

ground. These two groups belong to the largest ethnic 

minorities in the Netherlands for which holds true that 

children still speak their mother tongue at home. The 

initial idea was to provide these children with the op-

portunity to learn their mother tongue in a more formal 

way, which was believed to facilitate the learning of 

Dutch. However, the political climate in the Netherlands 

as a whole changed in the last decade – the emphasis 

was put on speaking only Dutch – which resulted in 

the abolishment of mother tongue classes across the 

country, Utrecht included. The city of Utrecht still allows 

Turkish and Moroccan parents to use the facilities of the 

schools outside teaching hours, and organize classes in 

mother tongue on their own initiative. On the other hand, 

Lukasschool, a primary school in Utrecht, provides an 

additional year of education for immigrant children who 

do not speak Dutch well enough. This is the so-called 

‘internationale kopklas’, where bilingual teachers give 

lessons both in Dutch and in the mother tongue of the 

pupils. According to the school, this arrangement has 

been successful in helping children catch up with their 

Dutch peers.

   

3.4. Dutch courses for foreigners

Another result of the changed political climate is that 

since 2007 newcomers who want to settle in the Neth-

erlands are obliged to pass an integration test which 

consists of two parts: Dutch language and Dutch culture. 

The city of Utrecht (Bureau Inburgering) offers prepara-

tory courses, thereby stimulating multilingualism among 

the foreign population. What makes Utrecht exceptional 

is that, according to the demand, it hires teachers who 

speak the mother tongue of the foreigners enrolled in 

the course. The idea is that a language can be learned 

better if one can partially rely on his or her mother 

tongue during the process. A related activity of Bureau 

Inburgering is the so-called DUO-project, which couples 

a Utrechter to a foreigner – the two are supposed to 

meet regularly, which should help the foreigner learn the 

Dutch language faster.

3.5. Language institutes
   

Additional evidence of the multilingual character of 

Utrecht are its 30 language institutes, some of which 

specialize in one language (Cervantes - Spanish, Dante 

Alighieri - Italian, and Alliance Française – French), while 

others offer a broad range of languages (James Boswell 

Institute and the Volksuniversiteit). For instance, at the 

Volksuniversiteit one can choose among Arabic, Chinese, 

German, English, French, Indonesian, Italian, Japanese, 

Dutch, Greek, Norwegian, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish, 

Turkish and Swedish. Importantly, the Volksuniversiteit 

has branches in various Dutch cities, but only the one in 

Utrecht has the privilege to receive city funding, which 

again demonstrates that Utrecht is actively promoting 

foreign language acquisition. 

3.6. Companies
   

Looking at the private sector, the climate in Utrecht’s 

companies is very international. According to Utrecht 

Investment Agency, which helps companies establish 

themselves in Utrecht, the city has a favorable location in 

the center of the Netherlands, and it is very well connect-

ed with the rest of the country. Many Dutch companies 

with cross-border activities as well as many international 

companies choose to open offices in Utrecht. Examples 

of international companies are Price Waterhouse Coop-

ers, Cap Gemini, and Ernst & Young, to name a few. Given 

that such companies have international employees and 

international contacts, multiple languages are used on 

the work floor. It should be added that Undutchables – an 

employment agency for foreigners, specialized in helping 

match well educated, highly experienced international 

personnel to all levels of office jobs – also has an office 

in Utrecht, which indicates that such personnel is avail-

able in Utrecht.

3.7. Leisure activities
   

Lastly, turning to leisure time, there are plenty of op-

portunities in Utrecht to get in contact with various 

languages. One only has to go for a walk in the center 

and will certainly pass people who use a language other 

than Dutch. At the bookstores books and magazines are 

regularly being sold in Dutch, English, Spanish, German 

and Italian (at least), and in several cinemas independent 

movies are often being shown – in the original language, 

and with subtitles in Dutch. Since 2005 the Latin Ameri-

can Film Festival has been organized on an annual basis, 

showing films in Spanish and Portuguese (and sometimes 

also in native American languages, such as Quechua 

from Bolivia), with subtitles in Dutch, but also in English 

and occasionally French. This makes the movies acces-

sible to a wider international audience, which abounds in 

Utrecht. 
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A recent example of multilingualism on the streets of 

Utrecht was an art project “Whosaywhats”. In May 2010, 

during the annual Festival a/d Werf in Utrecht, a poem 

written by a British artist underwent a process of chain-

translation between Dutch and nineteen other languages 

spoken in Utrecht. The chain started with a translation 

from English to Dutch, and continued from Dutch to 

Farsi, from Farsi back to Dutch, from this new Dutch ver-

sion to Norwegian, and so on. It is interesting to see how 

the poem changed with each translation. This project 

has successfully highlighted the linguistic richness of 

Utrecht and its inhabitants. A similar initiative took place 

in 2009, in Dichterswijk – a neighborhood of Utrecht in 

which the streets are named after famous Dutch poets 

from the 17th century. Several verses from their poems 

were translated into the languages of the people who 

inhabit that neighborhood, such as Chinese, German, 

Italian, Croatian, Russian and Papiamento. These trans-

lations have then been painted on the facades of the 

houses, next to the original verses in Dutch. Passers-by 

can in this way learn about and admire the linguistic 

diversity of the city.  

3.8. The next step

From these several examples from education, govern-

ment, business and leisure time, it is clear that languages 

are alive and well in Utrecht. However, much more could 

be done to actively promote the city’s linguistic diversity 

in the future and to strive for the European Union’s norm 

of trilingualism. Utrecht therefore wants to find out who 

the people are who speak more languages and in what 

ways multilingualism helps these individuals in their eco-

nomic, social and cultural lives. The possible answers will 

be provided by consulting the scientific literature on this 

topic and by formulating a clear theoretical framework 

for understanding individual multilingualism. By doing 

so, Utrecht hopes to be able to make even better use of 

its enormous linguistic potential in the years to come. 
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Theoretical framework for multilingualism

While the topic of foreign language proficiency has received substantial scientific attention, so far no com-

prehensive theoretical framework has been developed for understanding why some people speak none or 

only one foreign language and others two, three or even more. Nor have the benefits of being multilingual 

been systematically examined. 

4
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4.1. Previous research: 
 Two dominant streams

One of the reasons for the lack of a comprehensive 

theoretical framework is that the literature on language 

proficiency largely focuses on understanding the proc-

esses involved in the acquisition of one (first) foreign 

language. Very few studies have examined proficiency in 

more languages (see for example Robinson et al., 2006; 

De Angelis, 2007; Van Onna & Jansen, 2006). 

The second reason is that the research field has mainly 

been divided into two streams, the approaches of which 

partially overlap, but also diverge to some extent. One 

set of studies has been dedicated to understanding the 

cognitive process of foreign language acquisition and the 

benefits of having learned a foreign language. The other 

set focuses specifically on immigrants and investigating 

why immigrants differ with respect to their knowledge 

of the host country language and what the economic, 

social and cultural advantages of speaking that language 

are. The determinants and the consequences of language 

proficiency that these studies focus on are sometimes 

different – the former pay more attention to the psycho-

logical characteristics of the learner and the cognitive 

benefits of having the language skills, while the latter 

attribute more weight to the socio-economic character-

istics of the migrant and the socio-economic returns to 

destination-language proficiency. Below we elaborate 

on these two streams in more detail, and we group the 

literature according to the causes and consequences of 

foreign language proficiency.

4.1.1. Literature on foreign-language 
   acquisition

The majority of studies on foreign-language acquisition 

have focused on the second language: that is, the learn-

ing of a first language next to the mother tongue (see for 

example Dörnyei, 2005; Rysiewicz, 2008; Skehan, 1998; 

Sparks et al., 1998; Vanderplank, 2008). Some stud-

ies have gone further to find out how second language 

acquisition differs from the acquisition of a third or an 

additional language (Cenoz & Genesee,1998; Cenoz, 

Hufeisen & Jessner, 2001; De Angelis, 2007). Both quan-

titative (e.g. Dörnyei & Csizér, 2002; Naiman et al, 1995; 

Ricciardelli, 1992; Rysiewicz, 2008; Ydewalle & Van de 

Poel, 1999) and qualitative (e.g. Cenoz et al. 2001; Cenoz 

& Genesee,1998; Kinginger, 2008; Vanderplank, 2008) 

research on these topics is available. Qualitative studies 

rely either on small groups of respondents or individual 

cases, while quantitative studies are conducted on a larg-

er number of respondents (e.g., a classroom). It should 

be noted, however, that these quantitative studies often 

apply only simple analytical techniques (see for example, 

Naiman et al, 1996; Ricciardelli, 1992). 

Causes
The determinants of language proficiency that are identi-

fied in this kind of research are mainly limited to the 

psychological characteristics of the individuals, such as 

intelligence – people with a general aptitude for learning 

languages will be more proficient in foreign languages, 

as well as those who are already highly skilled in their 

native language (Rysiewicz, 2008; Sparks et al. 1998); 

personality factors – extraverts tend to be more fluent in 

foreign languages than introverts (Dewaele & Furnham, 

2000, Naiman, et al., 1995); and motivation – success-

ful learners are generally more motivated, and success 

further improves motivation (Dörnyei, 2005, Dörnyei & 

Csizér, 2002; Naiman, et al., 1995). Some studies do also 

investigate the role of the context in which the language 

is being learned, such as the effects of different types 

of language instruction (formal versus informal, large 

groups versus small groups, role-play techniques) (De 

Angelis, 2007; Dörnyei, 1997, Magos & Politi, 2008) or 

the effect of being exposed to foreign-language media 

(Ydewalle & Van de Poel, 1999). It should be noted, how-

ever, that no overarching theory has been proposed that 

could bring all these determinants of foreign language 

acquisition under one roof. 

Consequences
Studies on language acquisition have extensively exam-

ined consequences of having foreign language skills. 

These consequences, however, are exclusively of psycho-

logical/cognitive nature. Until 1960 it was agreed that 

bilingualism had adverse effects on cognitive abilities, 

which then translated into poorer school achievement. In 

contrast, more advanced experiments, starting with Peal 

and Lambert in 1962, have demonstrated that speaking a 

second or additional language in fact promotes cogni-

tive development; bilinguals and multilinguals are more 

flexible in their thinking and better at concept forma-

tion (see De Angelis [2007] for a review). According to 

Edwards (2004), control of two symbolic systems offers 

more than one way to approach the problem, which is 

why bilinguals usually come up with more creative solu-

tions. Interestingly, research in neuropsychology has also 

demonstrated that bilingualism delays the onset of symp-

toms of dementia in old age by 4 years (Bialystok et al., 

2007). All in all, speaking more languages turns out to be 

advantageous for individuals’ cognitive performance.
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4.1.2. Literature on immigrants’ 
   destination-language proficiency

This stream of research has been especially popular in 

the classical immigration countries, such as the US (Alba 

et al., 2002; Chiswick & Miller,  1997, 2007; Espenshade 

& Fu, 1997; Espinosa & Massey, 1997; Kossoudji, 1988; 

Mouw & Xie, 1999; Portes & Schauffler, 1994; Rumbaut, 

Massey & Bean, 2006; Stevens, 1999; Van Tubergen & Ka-

lmijn, 2009), Canada (Chiswick & Miller, 2001, 2004), and 

Australia (Chiswick, Lee & Miller, 2005, Chiswick & Miller, 

1996; Evans, 1986), which comprise large and diverse 

immigrant populations. In Europe most of the research 

was conducted in Germany (Dustmann, 1994, 1997; Dust-

mann & Van Soest, 2002; Esser, 2006), the Netherlands 

(Driessen, Van der Silk, & De Bot, 2002; Extra & Vallen, 

1997; Extra & Yağmur, 2006; Van Tubergen & Kalmijn, 

2008) the United Kingdom (Leslie & Lindley, 2001; Leslie 

& Russell, 2006; Shields & Price, 2002), and Israel (Chis-

wick, 1998; Mesch, 2003). The work of Van Tubergen 

and Kalmijn (2005) is exceptional because the authors 

simultaneously studied destination-language proficiency 

in 9 countries, namely Australia, Belgium, Denmark, 

Germany, Great Britain, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway 

and the US. Research on this topic is predominantly of 

quantitative and analytical nature, using large immigrant 

surveys and applying complex statistical techniques to 

test the hypotheses. 

While some studies have focused on examining to what 

extent immigrants retain their mother tongue (Alba et 

al., 2002; Extra & Yağmur, 2006; Portes & Schauffler, 

1994; Rumbaut, Massey & Bean, 2006), most of the 

research looks exclusively into the knowledge of the 

language of the destination country (see e.g. Chiswick, 

Lee & Miller, 2005; Chiswick & Miller, 2001; Espenshade 

& Fu, 1997; Espinosa & Massey, 1997; Esser, 2006; Van 

Tubergen & Kalmijn, 2005, 2009) because mastering the 

language in question is seen as an indicator of a success-

ful integration into the receiving society. 

The literature on this topic can clearly be divided into 

studies that try to identify the reasons why some immi-

grants speak the host country language better than oth-

ers and studies that investigate the benefits of speaking 

the language. Unlike the above-discussed literature on 

language acquisition, research on immigrants mainly fo-

cuses on the socio-economic characteristics of individu-

als and of the context, and largely neglects psychological 

and cognitive indicators. However, just as in the case 

with research on foreign language acquisition, the migra-

tion scientists mainly focus on one (destination-country) 

language, and apart from sometimes accounting for the 

knowledge of the mother tongue, they do not examine 

whether immigrants speak any additional languages.

Causes
The literature that investigates causes of immigrants’ 

destination-language proficiency often makes use of 

the theoretical framework developed by Chiswick and 

Miller (2001), who argue that language proficiency is an 

outcome of three mechanisms: exposure, efficiency and 

incentives. Below we explain what these concepts entail 

and provide examples of hypotheses that have been 

derived (and empirically confirmed) by relying on the 

arguments about exposure, efficiency and incentives. 

Exposure 
Exposure stands for opportunities to get in contact with 

the language. According to Blommaert et al. (2005) “Mul-

tilingualism is not what individuals have and don’t have, 

but what the environment, as structured determinations 

and interactional emergence, enables and disables”. The 

general expectation is that the more immigrants are 

exposed to the language, the higher their proficiency will 

be. Exposure depends on the type of context immigrants 

find themselves in; that is, how often they get to hear or 

speak the language. This could occur both before and 

after migration. 

Before migration – in the home countries – immigrants 

could be exposed to the host country’s language if, for 

instance, their country is a former colony, where the 

destination-language is one of the official languages. 

As a result they will be more proficient already upon ar-

rival. This expectation has been confirmed by Chiswick 

and Miller (2001) and Van Tubergen and Kalmijn (2005). 

Another example is the level of globalization of the 

country of origin. People who come from countries with a 

high level of economic globalization are more proficient 

in the language of the host country (Van Tubergen & Ka-

lmijn, 2005). The argument here is that people in those 

countries are more exposed to foreign goods and media, 

which brings them more easily in contact with foreign 

languages.

After migration, immigrants end up in different contexts 

– some go to school or start working, while others re-

main unemployed; some move to ethnically concentrated 

neighborhoods, and others to neighborhoods inhabited 

mainly by natives; some find a native partner and estab-

lish friendships with natives, while others migrate with 

a partner of the same ethnicity and look for co-ethnic 

friends. Those who go to school or work (Stevens, 1999), 

those who inhabit “white” neighborhoods (Van Tubergen 

& Kalmijn, 2008), and those who have native friends and 

a native partner, get to hear the language more often 

and engage more frequently in contact with native speak-

ers, which is beneficial for developing language skills. 
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In addition to the context, what matters is the length of 

exposure: the more time one spends in the host coun-

try, the higher his or her language proficiency (Carliner, 

2000; Stevens, 1999; Van Tubergen & Kalmijn, 2005, 

2009). 

   

Efficiency 
Efficiency refers to the speed and ease with which dif-

ferent immigrants acquire the language, given the same 

type and length of exposure. The general expectation 

is that the more efficient the immigrants are at learning 

a language, the higher their proficiency will be. Some 

immigrants learn faster due to their cognitive abilities: 

this holds for example for immigrants who arrive at a 

younger age (Carliner, 2000; Espenshade & Fu, 1997; 

Stevens, 1999) and immigrants who are more highly 

educated (Chiswick, Lee & Miller, 2005). In addition, if the 

new language comes from the same linguistic family as 

the immigrant’s mother tongue, the acquisition of this 

new language will be easier (Chiswick and Miller 2001; 

Van Tubergen & Kalmijn, 2009). 

   

Incentives 
Incentives refer to the motives that stimulate an immi-

grant to learn the language of the host country. When 

considering the idea of learning a language, an immi-

grant weighs the costs and the benefits of investing in 

the learning process. The costs entail time and money, 

and the benefits are usually of economic nature (e.g., 

the possibility of completing the studies, finding a job, 

and developing a successful career). Alternatively, the 

benefits can also be of social/cultural nature (e.g., the 

possibility to join associations, establish contact with 

the mainstream population, participate in the cultural 

events). The general expectation here is that the higher 

the incentives, the higher the immigrant’s language 

proficiency. 

It has been found that immigrants who come for eco-

nomic reasons tend to speak the destination-language 

better than those who arrive for family reasons or as 

refugees (Van Tubergen & Kalmijn, 2005). This is because 

economic migrants arrive with the aim to find employ-

ment, and for them it is often essential to learn the 

language of the host country. Similarly, immigrants who 

plan to stay permanently have higher incentives to learn 

the language than the immigrants who will return to their 

home countries within a couple of years, which trans-

lates into higher language proficiency among the former 

group (Van Tubergen & Kalmijn, 2008). Another example 

is the size of the immigrant community in the host coun-

try; if the group is large, the incentives to learn the new 

language are lower, among other because immigrants 

can more easily find employment within their own ethnic 

enclave (Van Tubergen & Kalmijn, 2005).

Consequences
The studies that examine the consequences of immi-

grants’ destination language proficiency usually focus 

on one specific outcome, be it academic achievement 

(Golash-Boza, 2005; Mouw & Xie, 1999), labor market 

participation (Leslie & Lindley, 2001), earnings (Chiswick, 

1991, 1998; Chiswick  Miller, 1995, 1999; Dustmann, 

1994; Dustmann & Van Soest, 2002; Shields & Price, 

2002; Tainer, 1988), occupational status (Kossoudji, 

1988), or cross-ethnic contacts (Martinovic, Van Tubergen 

& Maas, 2009). These studies confirm that proficiency 

in the language of the host country is indeed related to 

a higher academic performance, increased chances of 

finding a (better paid) job, and having more cross-ethnic 

contacts. 

However, due to the fact that each article focuses on only 

one outcome of language proficiency, no unified theo-

retical framework has been proposed for examining con-

sequences of destination-language skills of immigrants. 

Another gap in the literature is that the studies are 

mostly cross-sectional (with the exception of Dustmann 

& Van Soest, 2002), meaning that the analysis is done on 

the data that were collected at one time-point. Therefore, 

based on the associations mentioned above, it is not 

possible to say whether language proficiency results in 

all these socio-economic advantages, or whether instead 

language itself is a consequence of being more highly 

educated, employed and socially embedded. Research on 

causes of destination-language proficiency suffers from 

the same limitation.

4.2. Present research: 
 A unified framework

If one wants to have a full understanding of how foreign 

language proficiency is being developed, both psycho-

logical and social characteristics of individuals as well 

as the characteristics of the larger context (e.g., neigh-

borhood, city, country) should be taken into account. 

Therefore, in order to identify all relevant causes and 

consequences of multilingualism, we will try to bring 

together the ideas from the two research areas and unify 

them under one common theoretical framework. 
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4.2.1. Causes of multilingualism: 
    the role of exposure, efficiency 
    and incentives

We propose that the theory that highlights the role of 

exposure, efficiency and incentives in foreign language 

learning, and that has been extensively applied to the 

study of immigrants’ destination-language proficiency, 

can be a useful tool for understanding the causes of 

multilingualism among the native population as well. 

Moreover, these notions can also be extended to cover 

acquisition of further foreign languages, and not just 

one language, as is the case with research on immi-

grants. Most importantly, psychological characteristics 

can also be integrated into this theoretical framework.

In this section, specific expectations will be developed 

about how psychological and social characteristics of in-

dividuals together with the characteristics of the context 

in which these individuals live determine the number of 

languages they speak. Using the theoretical framework 

presented above, the characteristics can be grouped into 

three categories, depending on whether they represent 

a measure of exposure, efficiency or incentives. For a 

graphical representation of the hypotheses on causes of 

multilingualism, see the left part of Figure 1.

 

Causes Consequences

Multilingualism

Exposure Human Capital

Immigrant or ethnic minority member•	

Child of an ethnically mixed marriage•	

Cross-ethnic partner / friends•	

Foreign language instruction at school•	

Language classes at a language institute•	

Has lived abroad / holidays abroad•	

Books/TV channels/ music in foreign •	

languages at parental home

Neighborhood: ethnically mixed / tour-•	

isty/with many international companies

Employment / occupational status•	

Income•	

Acquisition of additional languages•	

Basic understanding of related •	

languages

Efficiency

Age at which the language instruction •	

began

Level of education•	

Problems with learning foreign languages•	

Extraversion/introversion•	

Cross-ethnic friends•	

Cross-ethnic associations•	

Incentives Cultural Capital

Language skills important for the •	

career/ inter-group cohesion / personal 

cultural development

Plans to move to another country / visit •	

another country

Mother tongue is one of the major world •	

languages

Cultural participation (films, TV chan-•	

nels, theater, books, and newspapers in 

foreign languages, internet)

Travel abroad (work, study, holiday) •	

Openness towards other ethnic groups •	

and their cultures

Ethnic/National/European identification•	

Social Capital

Figure 1. A conceptual model of multilingualism
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Exposure

In accordance with the arguments on the role of expo-

sure that were elaborated in the previous section, it is 

expected that individuals with the following socio-demo-

graphic characteristics will speak more languages:

Immigrants or ethnic minority members: People who •	

have migrated to another country usually main-

tain their mother tongue and use it in the private 

sphere (at home, with family), while they are also 

encouraged to acquire the language of the destina-

tion country and use it in the public sphere, which 

renders them multilingual. 

Children of ethnically mixed marriages: A child •	

whose parents have a different ethnic background 

will most likely be exposed to the languages of both 

parents, thereby having a higher chance of speaking 

more than one language.

Cross-ethnic partner and Cross-ethnic friends: Next •	

to the parents, other social contacts are of rel-

evance. Having a partner of another ethnicity and 

hanging out in free time with cross-ethnic friends 

both increase exposure to other languages.

Foreign language instruction at school and Lan-•	

guage classes at a language institute: Formal 

instruction in foreign languages is another form 

of exposure. People who have had more language 

classes in school or who have additionally completed 

a course at a language institute have been exposed 

more to foreign languages. 

Has lived abroad / holidays abroad: While foreign •	

language instruction in the home country is expect-

ed to contribute to the level of multilingualism, it is 

especially during the stay abroad that people get in 

contact with foreign languages. Having lived abroad 

should probably have a stronger effect than only go-

ing abroad on a holiday. 

Books/TV channels/ music in foreign languages at •	

the parental home: If the parents listen to foreign 

music, read books or newspapers in foreign lan-

guages and watch foreign TV channels, the children 

come from an early age on in contact with other 

languages. 

In addition, the larger context in which one lives can 

influence exposure to foreign languages. Since the focus 

here is on one city (Utrecht), we cannot formulate ex-

pectations about differences between cities or countries 

(see section 5.2.2 where research is being extended to 

other cities). Instead we focus on the neighborhood, and 

expect the following neighborhood characteristics to be 

relevant:

Living in an ethnically mixed neighborhood: It is •	

expected that in ethnically mixed neighborhoods 

the inhabitants are more often exposed to foreign 

languages because they hear them regularly on the 

streets. 

Living in a neighborhood where many international •	

companies are present: Even if the neighbourhood 

is not ethnically mixed but it attracts international 

companies, where the personnel speak various 

languages; this should also increase exposure to 

foreign languages in the neighborhood.

Living in a touristy neighborhood: The more tourist •	

attractions there are, the more foreign-language 

speakers will be in the neighborhood and the more 

facilities in foreign languages, which all again 

increases the inhabitants’ exposure and thereby pos-

sibly also their level of multilingualism.

Efficiency

The following four characteristics refer to the speed and 

ease with which people acquire new languages. The ex-

pectation is that those who are more efficient at learning 

foreign languages are also likely to be more multilingual. 

We start with two socio-demographic indicators (age and 

education) and then move to two psychological/cognitive 

ones (difficulties with language learning, and extraver-

sion).

Age at which the language instruction began: People •	

who start learning foreign languages at an early age 

are more efficient at it, which is then expected to 

result in a higher degree of multilingualism.

Level of education: The more educated a person is, •	

the more easily he or she acquires new languages. 

The assumption behind this is that higher educated 

people are more used to and better at learning in 

general.

Problems with learning foreign languages: People •	

who report to have difficulties with learning foreign 

languages are expected to speak fewer languages.

Extroversion: Extroverted individuals are less afraid •	

to use foreign languages even if they do not speak 

them perfectly, and as practice improves proficien-

cy, it is expected that such individuals will be able to 

speak more languages than the introverts.

Incentives

Thirdly, we hypothesize about the role of incentives. It is 

expected that the following individuals will see more use 

in investing in foreign language learning, which is why 

they will reach a higher degree of multilingualism. The 

first characteristic is of psychological/attitudinal nature, 

and it measures motivation to learn foreign languages. 

The second one measures intentions to migrate, and 

therefore also falls more in the psychological group of 

characteristics. The third one is a social characteristic re-

ferring to the status of the respondent’s mother tongue.
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Language skills are important for the career / inter-•	

group cohesion / personal cultural development: 

Individuals who think that knowledge of foreign lan-

guages is beneficial either in economic, social or cul-

tural terms are expected to speak more languages.

Plans to move to another country / visit another •	

country: People who intend to go to a country where 

a language other than their mother tongue is spoken 

(either permanently or temporarily) are expected to 

be more multilingual than those who have settled 

definitely in their home countries and who do not 

plan to travel abroad. 

Mother tongue is one of the major world languages: •	

If the mother tongue is spoken by a large number of 

people (e.g., English, French or Spanish), the incen-

tives to learn other foreign languages are weaker, 

which results in a lower level of multilingualism. 

In contrast, people whose mother tongues are not 

widespread will be more motivated to learn other 

(world) languages, and will therefore be more multi-

lingual.

4.2.2. Consequences of multilingualism: 
    accumulation of human, social 
    and cultural capital

“You live a new life for every new language you speak.

If you know only one language, you only live once.”   

       - A Czech saying

As highlighted by this saying, languages open the doors 

to new experiences. The question is then, what kind of 

experiences? In this section the focus will switch to the 

other side of the equation: a theoretical framework will 

be proposed for identifying consequences of multilin-

gualism. From the above-discussed literature, several 

types of consequences come to the fore, and we propose 

that these be grouped under the terms of human, social 

and cultural capital. 

Human capital stands for the knowledge and skills an 

individual possesses (Becker, 1964). These are usually 

measured in terms of education and work experience, 

but often language proficiency itself is seen as an indica-

tor of human capital. Social capital, on the other hand, 

is not a property of an individual, but is captured in the 

relationships that that individual has with other members 

of the society (i.e., social ties). It stands for resources, 

such as information and help, that can be obtained from 

such relationships (Coleman, 1990). For example, an 

unemployed person with a lot of social capital (i.e., many 

friends and acquaintances) will more easily hear about 

new job openings and get employed sooner than another 

jobless person without as many social ties. Finally, 

cultural capital refers to norms, values and traditions a 

person adheres to (Bourdieu, 1986), and that are mainly 

transmitted in the family from generation to generation. 

Religion is one of the most prominent sources of cultural 

capital, as it equips individuals with deeply engraved val-

ues. The other example would be ethnicity or nationality, 

as people from different countries usually, to a greater or 

lesser extent, have different sets of values. More broadly 

speaking, cultural capital can also refer to the familiarity 

with other cultures and traditions, and such knowledge 

can be accumulated through participation in (cross) cul-

tural events. Overall, the assumption is that it is benefi-

cial to have a lot of human, social and cultural capital.

The core argument we propose is that multilingualism 

facilitates accumulation of all three forms of capital. 

Each additional language an individual speaks provides 

an additional opportunity to accrue human, social and 

cultural capital. Below we formulate expectations about 

the diverse benefits of being multilingual. For a graphi-

cal representation of the hypotheses on consequences of 

multilingualism, see the right part of Figure 1.

Human capital

Employment/Occupational status: Economic activ-•	

ity is a basic necessity for almost every individual. 

Speaking foreign languages, and in any case, at 

least speaking English next to the mother tongue, 

has become a relevant requirement for employment. 

Furthermore, in the light of globalization it is nowa-

days almost impossible to occupy high level mana-

gerial, professional or academic positions without 

mastering several languages. We expect that there 

is a positive relationship between multilingualism 

and employment, as well as between multilingualism 

and occupational status. The more languages one 

speaks, the more likely he or she will be employed, 

and once employed, the more likely he or she will 

occupy a high-level function.

Acquisition of additional languages: Given that lan-•	

guage skills themselves are a form of human capital, 

it is important to study how speaking each addi-

tional language effects further acquisition of new 

languages. Here we expect a quadratic relationship 

– people who speak a few languages are more likely 

to be able to easily learn additional languages in the 

future, but after a certain number of languages the 

likelihood of acquiring new ones gradually begins to 

decline. 

Basic understanding of related languages: People •	

who speak several languages, especially if these 

belong to different linguistic families, are as a con-

sequence often able to understand to some extent 

other related languages. Such passive understanding 

is an additional asset. It is expected that the more 

languages one speaks, the more additional languag-

es her or she will understand.
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Social capital

Cross-ethnic friends: Language is an essential means •	

of communication. In order to be able to have mean-

ingful contact with people from different ethnic 

backgrounds, one has to have the knowledge of that 

person’s mother tongue, or of any other language 

that that person speaks. In ethnically mixed coun-

tries interethnic contact is an important condition 

for social cohesion and peaceful coexistence of dif-

ferent groups. It is expected that being multilingual 

enables a person to more easily get in touch with 

members of other groups.   

Cross-ethnic associations: In a similar vein, speaking •	

foreign languages gives one access to a wider array 

of associations: an increasing number of associa-

tions nowadays comprises international members or 

is involved in international or cross-border activi-

ties, meaning that speaking languages other than 

the mother tongue is relevant for being able to fully 

participate in the social life. 

Cultural capital

Cross-cultural participation: Foreign-language litera-•	

ture, arts and media can serve as a valuable source 

of information about other cultures and customs. To 

be able to access these sources in their original form 

one has to speak foreign languages. An increasing 

number of foreign-language TV channels, newspa-

pers, books, theater shows and festivals has become 

available over the past few decades. It is expected 

that people who are more multilingual consume 

cross-cultural goods more frequently.

Travel abroad: Whether it is for work, study or •	

holiday, the volume of travel abroad has reached un-

precedented levels. Evidently, foreign language skills 

facilitate this type of travel. We expect that multilin-

gual people will travel more often to other countries 

than people who speak only their mother tongue.  

Openness towards other ethnic groups and their •	

cultures: Language is not an empty medium of com-

munication. Instead, it is a transmitter of culture; by 

learning a language one also learns a lot about the 

culture of the people who speak it. Familiarity with 

other cultures is thought to render individuals more 

open towards values, norms and customs that are 

different from their own ones (the so-called ‘cultural 

relativism’). Especially now in the light of rising anti-

immigrant attitudes across Europe and the increas-

ing influence of far-right parties, it is important to 

raise ethnically more tolerant new generations. Our 

suggestion is that education in foreign languages 

could play a role in this. We expect that people who 

speak more languages will be more open towards 

other ethnic groups and more accepting of their cul-

tures than people who only speak one language. 

 

Ethnic/National/European identification: The last •	

hypothesis concerns group identification. People 

can identify simultaneously to a different extent 

with their ethnic, national and, in the case of the 

EU, supranational group. While all these forms of 

identification are important for individuals, and as 

such should be cherished, extreme adherence to 

ethnic or national identity usually goes hand in hand 

with intolerance of ethnically or nationally different 

‘others’. At the same time, for the EU to continue 

to exist it is essential that the people identify as 

Europeans. As foreign-language skills are thought 

to break down intercultural barriers and increase fa-

miliarity with other cultures, they are also expected 

to result in lower levels of ethnic and/or national 

identification on the one hand, and increased levels 

of European identification.
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Utrecht as a European laboratory for multilingualism

In this section we will first present the results from three quantitative studies that were conducted in 

Utrecht in 2009: a survey of inhabitants, a survey of language-school participants and a survey of small 

and medium companies. Building on that, we will sketch the directions for future research that could be 

conducted in Utrecht.

5
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5.1. Results from the three 
 completed studies

5.1.1. A survey of the inhabitants 
   of Utrecht

Data
The survey of inhabitants (i.e., De inwonersenquête) 

is being collected biannually in Utrecht. In the survey 

from 2005 two questions were posed about the number 

and type of languages the respondents spoke to some 

extent. In 2007 only a question about fluency in Dutch 

was posed, due to the fact that many respondents 

are members of ethnic minorities. The current survey 

(2009) is more focused on languages, and it is especially 

designed to obtain large enough numbers of ethnic 

minority respondents from the four main groups: Turk-

ish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean – next to Dutch 

and other residents of Utrecht. Questions on languages 

were included in the 2009 survey, together with several 

additional questions about the socio-demographic char-

acteristics of the inhabitants. In this way, some of the 

relationships outlined in Figure 1 could be tested among 

the general population of Utrecht. The objective was to 

get a good idea of how multilingual Utrecht’s inhabit-

ants are, which languages they speak, in what contexts 

(work, family, friends etc.) they use them and how often 

they communicate in these languages. In total 3,655 re-

spondents participated in the survey. 71 percent of them 

were Dutch and 29 percent were minority members (7% 

Moroccan, 4% Turkish, 3% Surinamese/Antillean, 4% other 

non-western, and 11% western). 

The main strength of this survey is that it has targeted 

the general population of Utrecht, making it possible to

get good insight into the multilingualism of Utrecht’s 

residents as a whole. Importantly, the survey is very 

adequate for obtaining descriptive information about lan-

guages spoken in Utrecht. Also, the individual character-

istics that are related to being more or less multilingual 

can be pinpointed well with this survey. 

The main limitation, however, is that the survey is not 

longitudinal. This means that it is not possible to identify 

the causes and consequences of being multilingual, 

as the causality of the detected relationships remains 

ambiguous. 

Results
The first question to be posed is: How many languages 

does an inhabitant of Utrecht speak on average? The left 

chart in Figure 2 shows that only 5 % of the inhabitants 

of Utrecht are monolingual. 95 % of the inhabitants speak 

at least 2 languages to some extent, 85% at least 3, and 

29% speak 5 or more languages to some extent. When 

looking at the languages that are spoken well (the right 

pie chart in Figure 2), the percentages are somewhat 

lower, but nevertheless substantial. Only 12% of the in-

habitants are monolingual. 88% of the inhabitants speak 

at least 2 languages well; 58% at least 3; 5% speak 5 or 

more languages well. 

These percentages are exceptionally high. Even when 

defining multilingualism in stricter terms (languages spo-

ken well), almost 9 in 10 inhabitants are bilingual, and 

more than a half are trilingual. Compared to the findings 

from the same survey conducted in 2005, where 77 per-

cent said to speak 3 or more languages to some extent, 

the percentages from 2009 are higher (85%).

Figure 2. Number of languages spoken (left) and spoken well (right), per person
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Having seen that the inhabitants of Utrecht are highly 

multilingual, the next question is: What are the most 

commonly spoken languages in the city? Figure 3 shows, 

unsurprisingly, that the official language of the country – 

Dutch – is spoken by the largest chunk of the population 

(98%). The second most commonly spoken language is 

English (91%). German also fares well in Utrecht – 8 in 10 

people have some knowledge of German, while French 

is spoken by slightly more than two thirds of Utrechters 

(68%). Spanish is somewhat less widespread compared to 

the abovementioned four languages; still, about a third 

of the respondents (29%) speak it. About 1 in 10 peo-

ple can communicate in Italian. The main non-Western 

minority languages in the Netherlands (Arabic, Berber 

and Turkish) are each spoken by less than 10 percent of 

Utrechters.

Figure 3. Most commonly spoken languages in the city

While Figure 3 is informative about the diversity of 

languages spoken in Utrecht, it might provide an overly 

optimistic picture because it does not take into account 

language proficiency. In Figure 4, the average level of 

proficiency in each language is indicated for all the 

respondents (i.e., including the ones who do not speak 

the language in question). Proficiency was measured 

on a 4-point scale, with (1) standing for “I do not speak 

this language”, (2) “I speak it a bit”, (3) “I speak it well”, 

and (4) “I speak it very well/fluently”. Dutch was left out 

because it is the native language of most of the respond-

ents. English is the best-spoken language (average = 3.2), 

meaning that most of the people speak it well. 

In second place is German; the average is 2.4, which lies 

between speaking the language a bit and speaking it 

well. The average proficiency in French is 1.9: the popula-

tion of Utrecht on average speaks only a bit of French. 

The proficiency in other languages is even lower.

Figure 4. Average level of proficiency per language

Figure 4 tells us something about the language proficien-

cy of the population as a whole. However, if one wants to 

know how well the speakers of certain language master 

this language, the respondents who have absolutely no 

knowledge of that language should be omitted from the 

analysis. For instance, it is misleading to say that Turkish, 

Arabic and Berber – the languages that are the mother 

tongues of two of the largest non-western minorities 

in Utrecht (Turks and Moroccans) – are spoken very 

poorly. It is more likely the case that a large proportion 

of Utrechters do not speak these languages at all, while 

the members of these minorities speak it fluently – which 

would still result in an exceptionally low average profi-

ciency of the whole population. For this reason Figure 5 

was made, based only on the respondents who report 

speaking the language in question.
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Figure 5. Average level of proficiency per language, 

among speakers only

The picture changes substantially. The proficiency goes 

up for all the languages, compared to Figure 4. The 

languages that are spoken on the highest level are now 

the mother tongues of the minorities: Turkish, Arabic 

and Berber. The average proficiency in these languages is 

about 3.5. They are closely followed by English, the score 

for which has risen from 3.2 in Figure 4 to 3.4 in Figure 

5. “Other languages” are also well spoken, most likely 

because for many speakers of these languages these 

are their mother tongues. The proficiency in German 

and French is somewhere between speaking it a bit and 

speaking it well. While these languages are spoken by 

many Utrechters (see Figure 3 again), they are not spoken 

on an exceptionally high level. The proficiency in Spanish 

and Italian is slightly lower than in French.   

The next question that could be asked is whether some 

neighborhoods in Utrecht are more multilingual than 

others. Figure 6 shows that there are differences in the 

degree of multilingualism across the neighborhoods 

of Utrecht. There are three neighborhoods where the 

inhabitants on average speak 3 languages, which is the 

norm promoted by the EU. These are Noordoost, Oost 

and Binnenstad (the center). The least multilingual neigh-

bourhoods are Overvecht and Vleuten. Still, even here 

the inhabitants speak on average 2.5 languages. The 

differences between the neighborhoods are probably due 

to the differences in the socio-economic status of the 

inhabitants. The former three neighborhoods are mainly 

inhabited by highly educated people from a higher 

income class, and the latter two by lower educated and 

lower income people.

Figure 6. Average number of languages spoken in the 

neighbourhood

Further, as argued in Chapter 2, a distinction can be 

made between language proficiency and language use. 

In Figures 4 and 5 it has been shown how well Utrechters 

speak foreign languages. In the next two figures the 

focus will be on language use: the contexts in which the 

languages are being spoken and the frequency of speak-

ing these languages. 

Figure 7 distinguishes between four contexts of use: 

within the family, with the partner, with friends and at 

work. The languages that for most people in Utrecht 

represent their mother tongues (e.g., Dutch, Turkish, 

Arabic, Berber and the category ‘other’) are unsurpris-

ingly often and primarily used for communication with 

the family (between 85 and 90 percent of the speakers). 

While Dutch is used by about 70 percent of the speakers 

in all four contexts, Turkish, Arabic and Berber are sig-

nificantly less-often used for work purposes. 35 percent 

of Turkish speakers use Turkish on the work floor, and 

fewer than 10 percent of Arabic and Berber speakers use 

Arabic and Berber on the work floor. 
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The remaining languages – English, German, French, 

Spanish and Italian – are by many speakers primarily 

used in communication with friends and for work purpos-

es, and much less so for communication with the partner 

and other family members.

Figure 7. Contexts in which the languages are used

Figure 8 shows how often each of the languages is being 

used. A distinction is made between ‘daily’, ‘a few times 

per week’, ‘a few times per month’, ‘a few times per year’, 

and ‘not used any more’. The usual mother tongues 

(Dutch, Turkish, Arabic and Berber) are used by a great 

majority of speakers on a daily basis. This holds for 

about 98 percent of the speakers of Dutch, 95 percent 

of the speakers of Turkish, 90 percent of the speakers of 

Berber and 82 percent of the speakers of Arabic. From 

the common ‘foreign languages’ English is most fre-

quently used. About 40 percent of the speakers use it on 

a daily or weekly basis. 

Figure 8. Frequency of use of each language

     Family         Partner         Friends         Work

Those who speak German and French, on the other 

hand, mainly use it a few times per year. This holds true 

for about 65 percent of German speakers and about 

70 percent of French speakers. Spanish and Italian are 

used more frequently than German and French, but less 

frequently than English. For all these ‘foreign languag-

es’, except for English, it is also the case that up to 10 

percent of the speakers say that they do not use this lan-

guage at all any more. While this percentage is not very 

high, it still indicates that some of the acquired linguistic 

skills are not being capitalized upon. 
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In the figures presented above it has been shown how 

multilingual Utrechters are, what languages they speak, 

how well they speak them and in what contexts and 

how often they use these languages. The next step is to 

examine whether the level of multilingualism is related to 

a number of socio-demographic and psychological char-

acteristics of individuals. The characteristics considered 

here represent a selection of the characteristics that were 

discussed in Chapter 4, when spelling out the hypotheses 

about causes and consequences of multilingualism. To 

determine the causes, hypotheses were formulated based 

on the arguments about the role of exposure, efficiency 

and incentives. The consequences, on the other hand, 

were grouped under the terms of human, social and cul-

tural capital. Given that the dataset did not contain infor-

mation on all the characteristics that were theoretically 

considered to be relevant, the analysis below is restricted 

only to the available variables. These are:

immigrant / ethnic minority member•	

cross-ethnic friends •	

level of education•	

income•	

cultural participation•	

ethnic tolerance•	

ethnic identification•	

To examine whether exposure to languages renders 

people more multilingual, in Table 1 we look at ethnic 

group differences – one of the hypotheses related to the 

exposure argument was that ethnic minorities would be 

more multilingual than the native population because 

they bring along their mother tongue and additionally 

that learn the language of the host country. This expec-

tation is not confirmed by the data. A large proportion of 

Dutch inhabitants and foreigners of Western origin tend 

to speak 4 or 5 languages. This holds for (42+21)=63% of 

the Dutch and (34+28)=62% of Western foreigners. Most 

of the foreigners of non-Western origin (24+27)=51% 

speak 2 or 3 languages. This means that neither the 

Western nor the non-Western immigrants are more mul-

tilingual than the native Dutch. Non-Western immigrants 

enrich the linguistic landscape of Utrecht by bringing 

along their mother tongues, but are on average less 

multilingual than other inhabitants of Utrecht. They do 

speak their mother tongue and the language of the host 

country, but have probably had less exposure to other 

languages compared to Dutch natives and Western for-

eigners (for instance, due to a poorer foreign language 

instruction in the country of origin or to fewer opportuni-

ties for traveling).

Table 1. Ethnic group differences in the number of 

languages spoken
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Dutch 5% 6% 18% 42% 21% 8%

Other Western 2% 9% 16% 34% 28% 11%

Non-Western 3% 24% 27% 21% 17% 8%

A hypotheses based on the argument of efficiency was 

that higher educated people would be better at learning 

foreign languages and would therefore be more multilin-

gual than lower educated people. In Table 2 we look at 

the level of education. It turns out that higher educated 

people are indeed more multilingual. While the major-

ity of the inhabitants with a low education (i.e., primary 

school or less) speak 2 or 3 languages (24+29=53%), the 

majority of those with a high education (i.e., tertiary 

level) speak 4 or 5 languages (45+29=74%).

Table 2. Educational differences in the number of lan-

guages spoken
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Low education 16% 24% 29% 22% 6% 3%

Middle education 2% 10% 27% 39% 16% 6%

High education 0% 3% 12% 45% 29% 11%

Unfortunately, no variables were available in the data-

set to test the argument about the role of incentives. 

However, some information was available about the 

characteristics of individuals that might be the outcome 

of being multilingual. Table 3 shows that languages help 

people accumulate human capital: those who speak more 

foreign languages tend to have a higher income (since 

the respondents were not asked about the occupational 

status, we use income as a proxy). 

Further, the knowledge of languages increases one’s 

social capital: people who speak more languages tend to 

have more friends of other ethno-linguistic background. 

Languages also increase one’s cultural capital. People 

who speak more languages participate more in cultural 

events, such as festivals, concerts, theater, cinema, exhi-

bitions etc. As many of these events involve music or text 
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in foreign languages, it is assumed that for multilingual 

people such events are more easily accessible. It was fur-

ther found that people who speak more languages tend 

to be more tolerant towards members of other ethnic 

groups (ethnic tolerance is here measured as acceptance 

of one’s child marrying someone from another ethnic 

group). Finally, multilingualism is negatively related to 

ethnic identification: for people who speak more lan-

guages their ethnic identity is less relevant than for those 

who speak fewer languages. However, this relationship is 

rather weak.   

Table 3. Consequences of being multilingual

 Nr. of languages spoken

Income .250**

Number of foreign friends .215**

Cultural participation .393**

Ethnic tolerance .268**

Ethnic identification -.050*

Note: A positive number stands for a positive relationship.  

The stars indicate that the relationship is statistically significant.  

* p<.05,  ** p<.01       

5.1.2. A survey of language course 
    participants

Data
The second type of data collection took place in 2009 

among the participants in language classes at the Utrecht 

branch of the national language institute, the Volksuni-

versiteit. A short questionnaire was distributed based 

on a number of ideas sketched in Figure 1. In total 333 

respondents filled out the questionnaire. These respond-

ents were learners of one of the following 15 languages: 

English, German, French, Spanish, Italian, Dutch, Arabic, 

Turkish, Swedish, Norwegian, Portuguese, Greek, Rus-

sian, Chinese and Japanese. 

Women make up 65 percent of the sample, and the age 

of the respondents ranges from 17 to 76, with average 

age being 41. Looking at the ethnic background, 72 per-

cent of the respondents are classified as Dutch (as both 

of their parents were Dutch) and 28 percent are foreign 

or half-Dutch (the latter had only one Dutch parent). The 

sample is uncommonly highly educated: 83 percent has 

tertiary education (HBO or WO), which is not representa-

tive of the whole Dutch population. Similarly, a dispro-

portionately high percentage of employed respondents 

(48 percent) have a high occupational status, 34 percent 

a middle occupational status, while only 2 percent of 

them has a low occupational status. Among the unem-

ployed, the retired are overrepresented; they make up 13 

percent of the total sample.

Results
The participants of language courses at the Volksuniver-

siteit are on average more multilingual than the general 

population of Utrecht. Figure 9 shows pie charts compa-

rable to those presented in Figure 2. The only difference 

is that the mother tongue is not included, meaning that 

for instance the respondents who report speaking two 

languages actually speak three languages in total. The 

left chart shows that only 1 percent of the respondents 

speaks only one language in addition to their mother 

tongue. This means that 99 percent of the respondents 

is trilingual: the people speak at least two languages 

besides their mother tongue. Even 42 percent claims to 

have some knowledge of five languages besides their 

mother tongue.

However, when looking only at the languages spoken 

well (the right chart in Figure 9), about two-thirds of the 

respondents report speaking only one language besides  

their mother tongue well (61%). The remaining 39 percent 

is at least trilingual: they speak two or more languages 

well, besides their mother tongue.
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Compared to the findings from the Survey of the inhabit-

ants presented in Figure 2, the language course partici-

pants tend to be more multilingual in the sense that they 

have some knowledge of a greater number of languages 

(99 percent of the language course participants are 

trilingual, compared to 85 percent of the inhabitants). 

At the same time, from the language course participants 

only 39 percent say that they speak three languages 

well, while this holds for 58 percent of the inhabitants of 

Utrecht. 

This difference is probably due to the fact that the 

respondents in these two surveys were asked differently 

about their level of proficiency. While in the Survey of the 

inhabitants there were 4 answer categories, ranging from 

(1) “I don’t speak this language”, (2) “I speak it a bit”, (3) “I 

speak it well”, and (4) “I speak it very well/fluently”, in the 

Survey of language course participants there were five 

answer categories: (0) “I don’t speak this language”, (1) 

“I speak it a bit”, (2) “I speak it reasonably”, (3) “I speak 

it well” and (4) “I speak it fluently”. It could be that the 

language course participants, given the middle option 

“I speak it reasonably” more often chose this option, 

whereas the inhabitants of Utrecht were more ‘forced’ 

into choosing for “I speak it well”. For this reason it might 

appear that more inhabitants speak a language well or 

very well compared to the language course participants. 

In addition, it might also be the case that people who are 

busy learning a language are also more critical of their 

own knowledge, and because they use that language 

more often, they also more often find themselves in 

situations where they experience problems in communi-

cation, or they compare themselves to the other course 

participants. An average Utrechter, on the other hand, 

might be more optimistic about his or her knowledge of 

languages exactly because they use these languages less 

often and because they compare themselves to the rest 

of the population and not to a selective group of speak-

ers.

Further, the same languages are most commonly spoken 

by the language course participants and by the general 

population, and they follow the same order regarding 

popularity: English, German, French, Spanish and Italian. 

Figure 10 shows the level of proficiency per language. 

English is the best spoken (average level is 3.1 on a scale 

ranging from 0 to 4), followed by German (2.2), French 

(1.8), Spanish (1.7) and Italian (1.3). 

These average levels are comparable to those shown in 

Figure 4. Still, one should bear in mind that the scales are 

different (this scale has a wider range of answer catego-

ries). Thus, in the case of an equally high score (e.g., 3.1 

for English here and 3.2. in Figure 4), the score from the 

Survey of language course participants is more on the 

positive side (i.e., closer to the highest score, and further 

away from the midpoint of the scale, which is 2 than 

the score from the Survey of the inhabitants, where the 

midpoint of the scale is 2.5). Similarly, comparably low 

scores (e.g., for Italian 1.3 here and 1.2 in Figure 4) are in 
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the Survey of the inhabitants closer to the lowest possi-

ble score (which is 1) and further away from the midpoint 

2.5, than in the Survey of language course participants, 

where the lowest score is 0 and the midpoint is 2. The 

conclusion is that although the average levels of profi-

ciency are comparable in the two surveys, the language 

course participants are actually more highly proficient in 

the languages in question than the general population of 

Utrecht. 

Figure 10. How well are the languages being spoken?  

(mother tongue excluded)

We also looked at the contexts in which the language 

that is being currently learned at the Volksuniversiteit 

is used. Figure 11 shows that about 55 percent of the 

language learners uses this language when talking to 

the native speakers of this language abroad. This is the 

main context in which the language is being used. The 

second most common context is in communication with 

friends (33%), followed by the partner (17%) and work 

(15%). A smaller portion of learners uses the language 

when talking to their children (11%) or to tourists in the 

Netherlands (12%). 

Figure 11. Contexts of language use

Figure 12 displays the reasons why this particular lan-

guage is being learned. More than half of the respond-

ents (52%) state that one of the reasons is that they are 

planning to travel abroad to a country where this lan-

guage is needed. A third of the respondents (30%) want 

to be able to follow the media, read books and watch 

movies in the original language. For 25 percent of the 

respondents the language is needed for communication 

with family and friends and about 22 percent of them use 

this language for work purposes. However, a language 

is not being learned exclusively because of its utilitarian 

value. An exceptionally high percentage of the respond-

ents (48%) name an aesthetic argument: they are learning 

the language simply because it is a beautiful language. 

Interestingly, people are willing to put an effort into 

learning difficult languages: only 2 percent chooses a 

language that is easy to learn.
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Figure 12. Reasons for learning this particular language

Having shown how many languages are spoken by 

language course participants, what the average level 

of proficiency is, in what contexts they are being used, 

and why languages are being learned, we now move to 

discussing some of the characteristics of individuals that 

might be related to these individuals’ level of multilin-

gualism. 

In line with the expectation and with the findings from 

the Survey of the inhabitants, higher educated people 

tend to be more multilingual. This is because they learn 

languages more efficiently. Table 4 shows that almost 

half of the respondents without university education 

speak only one language besides their mother tongue 

(47.8%), while about half of the respondents with a uni-

versity degree speak two languages in addition to their 

mother tongue (49.2%). 

Table 4. Educational differences in the number of 

languages spoken, mother tongue excluded

Less than tertiary 

education

Tertiary education

1 language 47.8% 18.9%

2 languages 21.7% 49.2%

3 languages 21.7% 23.0%

4 languages 8.7% 9.0%

Additional correlates of multilingualism related to effi-

ciency are extroversion and learning difficulties. (see  

Table 5) People who are more extroverted tend to be 

more multilingual because they learn foreign languages 

more easily than introverted people (correlation coef-

ficient = .206). People who find it difficult to acquire 

foreign languages tend to be less multilingual (-.252). 

Further, we checked whether incentives promote multilin-

gualism. Indeed, people who think that languages skills 

are important for the career, for social networks and for 

cultural exchange tend to be more multilingual (.236).

As to some of the possible consequences of multilingual-

ism, we looked again at foreign friends as a proxy for so-

cial capital. More multilingual people tend to have more 

foreign friends (.223). As to cultural capital, multilingual-

ism increases participation in cultural activities (.241). It 

also increases ethnic tolerance (.128). The relationship 

with ethnic identification is negative, but it is not statisti-

cally significant. This means that while multilingualism 

makes one more open towards other ethnic groups, it 

does not lead to disidentification from one’s own group. 

The findings are similar to those from the Survey of the 

inhabitants.

Table 5. Other correlates of multilingualism

Number of languages 

spoken well

Extraversion .206**

Learning difficulties -.252**

Importance of language skills .236**

Number of foreign friends .223**

Cultural participation .241**

Ethnic tolerance .128*

Ethnic identification -.065
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We also quickly looked at the determinants of profi-

ciency in a given language, that is, the language that is 

being learned at the Volksuniversiteit (Table 6). Why do 

some people speak the language better than others? It 

turns out that frequency of use of a language is strongly 

related to the level of proficiency. Focusing on the expo-

sure argument, people who use a language more often 

tend to be more proficient in that language (correlation 

coefficient = .404). Similarly, those who have been learn-

ing a language for a longer time and those who invest 

more time per week in practicing also tend to speak this 

language better (the respective correlation coefficients 

are .518 and .252). From the perspective of efficiency, 

age at which the respondent started learning a language 

is very relevant: the older the age at first instruction, the 

less proficient the respondent (-.474). This is because 

younger people learn languages more quickly and ef-

ficiently. Extroversion also matters: the more extroverted 

an individual, the better his or her language skills. This 

is also an efficiency argument, as extroverted people are 

expected to learn languages more easily. 

Table 6. Correlates of language proficiency

Proficiency in a given 

language

Frequency of use .404**

Length of instruction .518**

Time invested per week .252**

Age first instruction -.474**

Extroversion .183*

Table 7 shows that knowledge of a similar language 

helps acquire a new language, which is yet another ef-

ficiency argument. From the people who already have 

some knowledge of a similar language, 21.5 percent are 

highly proficient in the new language. This holds only for 

11.5 percent of those who do not have knowledge of a 

similar language.

Causes Consequences

Multilingualism

Exposure Human Capital

Immigrant or ethnic minority member•	

Child of an ethnically mixed marriage•	

Cross-ethnic partner / friends•	

Foreign language instruction at school•	

Language classes at a language institute•	

Has lived abroad / holidays abroad•	

Books/TV channels/ music in foreign •	

languages at parental home

Neighbourhood: ethnically mixed / tour-•	

isty/with many international companies

Employment / occupational status•	

Income•	

Acquisition of additional languages•	

Basic understanding of related •	

languages

Efficiency
Age at which the language instruction •	

began

Level of education•	

Problems with learning foreign languages•	

Extraversion/introversion•	

Cross-ethnic friends•	

Cross-ethnic associations•	

Incentives Cultural Capital

Language skills important for the •	

career/ inter-group cohesion / personal 

cultural development

Plans to move to another country / visit •	

another country

Mother tongue is one of the major world •	

languages

Cultural participation•	  (films, TV chan-

nels, theatre, books, and newspapers in 

foreign languages, internet)

Travel abroad (work, study, holiday) •	

Openness towards other ethnic groups •	

and their cultures

Ethnic/National/European identification•	

Social Capital

         Figure 13
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Table 7. Knowledge of similar language and language 

proficiency

No knowledge of a

similar language

Knowledge of a

similar language

Low-proficiency 88.5% 78.5%

High-proficiency 11.5% 21.5%

In Figure 13 we have highlighted the variables that have 

been measured in one of the two discussed data sets and 

whose relationship with multilingualism has (at least to 

some extent) been tested. 

 

5.1.3. The survey of companies

Data 

Given that the economic benefits of language learning 

are often highlighted both by researchers and politi-

cians, it is important to get more insight into how much 

the private sector relies on foreign language skills of its 

employees, and to what extent multilingualism within 

companies is valued and stimulated by employers. A 

small study was conducted among 156 small and medi-

um-sized enterprises in Utrecht. In the first instance 964 

companies were approached. From these companies only 

156 reacted, so the response rate is 12 percent. These 

companies are all located in Utrecht, and they belong to 

various sectors, such as industry, trade, communication, 

financial service, ICT etc.

In the questionnaire sent out to these companies a 

number of questions were included about the use of oth-

er foreign languages on the work floor and with clients, 

and the perceived benefits thereof.  Below we present the 

most important results. For a more detailed discussion of 

the methods and the findings, see Egmond (2010).

Results
The first question to be asked is: How multilingual are 

the companies in Utrecht? Figure 14 shows the percent-

age of companies that are bilingual, trilingual or even 

more multilingual. 33 percent of the companies com-

municates only in one language for work purposes. 

This means that two thirds of the companies (67%) are 

multilingual: they use at least two languages on the work 

floor. For 43 percent of the companies it is common to 

do business in three or more languages. 3 percent com-

municates in even 6 languages.

Figure 14. Number of languages spoken in the companies

Which languages are most commonly used for work pur-

poses? Figure 15 shows that Dutch is the most commonly 

used; 96% of the companies communicates in Dutch for 

work purposes. English is the second-most commonly 

used language (64% of the companies), followed by Ger-

man (36%), French (17%), Spanish (9%) and Italian (5%).  

Arabic, Berber and Turkish are rarely spoken. This is in 

line with the findings from the other two surveys dis-

cussed above. The same languages are popular among 

the general population of Utrecht, among language 

course participants and in Utrecht’s companies.
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Figure 15. Percentage of companies using a specific 

language on the work floor

Figure 16. Countries with which Utrecht’s companies 

engage in cross-border activities 

Moreover, Dutch is for 89% of the companies also the 

main language spoken. For the remaining 11 percent of 

the companies, the main language is usually English. 35 

percent of the companies in Utrecht use other languages 

next to the main language for internal communication 

(i.e., inside the company) and even 58% uses them for 

external communication (i.e. contact with clients and 

suppliers). All in all, it can be concluded that the small 

and medium-sized companies in Utrecht are multilingual. 

Probably the average degree of multilingualism would be 

even higher if large companies had also been included in 

the survey.

The next question is: Why are some companies more 

multilingual than others? This could first of all depend 

on the amount of cross-border activity per company. 35 

percent of Utrecht’s small and medium-sized companies 

has cross-border activities with foreign countries (e.g. 

import, export, partnership and consultancy). Countries 

with which they have the most contact are Belgium, 

Germany, France, England, Italy and the United States, as 

shown in Figure 16. 

Table 8 shows that companies with cross-border ac-

tivities are more multilingual. The majority of them 

(35.2+24.1=59.3%) uses three or four languages on the 

work floor. From the countries that do not have any 

cross-border activities, the majority (49+21.9=70.9%) uses 

only one or two languages on the work floor. Our addi-

tional findings are that the more multilingual a company, 

the more countries it does business with (correlation 

coefficient = .422**).
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Table 8.  Cross-border activities and multilingualism 

Cross-border activities

Yes (34%) No (66%)

1 language 9.3% 49.0%

2 languages 22.2% 21.9%

3 languages 35.2% 18.8%

4 languages 24.1% 3.1%

5 languages 9.3% 7.3%

Total 100% 100%

In addition to cross-border activities, it was also found 

that companies with foreign and multilingual employ-

ees tend to use more languages for work purposes (the 

respective correlation coefficients are .282** and .270). 

In fact, 55 percent of the companies considers the lan-

guage skills of the candidates when employing people. 

The languages that are most valued are, unsurprisingly, 

Dutch, English, German and French. Further, there is also 

an indication that more multilingual companies make 

higher profits (correlation coefficient =.486**), but this 

finding should be taken with reservation as only about 

50 companies have indicated their profits, so the analysis 

was done on a small sample.

A general conclusion is that the population of Utrecht 

and Utrecht’s companies are all rather multilingual. Yet 

there is a clear preference for learning and using the 

three main European languages – English, German and 

French. By means of bivariate correlations it was shown 

that a number of characteristics of individuals (and com-

panies) are associated with the degree of multilingualism, 

as expected from the theoretical point of view. In the 

following section suggestions are made about possible 

extensions of the present research.

5.2. Directions for future research 
 and policy

There are two types of studies that could be done at a 

later stage, provided there would be funding available 

(e.g., from the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific 

Research [NWO] or from the EU). 

5.2.1. A longitudinal study on      
    multilingualism in Utrecht

Ideally, a longitudinal study should be conducted in 

which we interview both the native population and ethnic 

minorities/immigrants in Utrecht at least three times 

over a period of five years (more interviews covering a 

longer time-period would be even better). This means 

that the same individuals would have to be approached 

repeatedly. Only such a study could provide comprehen-

sive and clear answers to the question about causes and 

consequences of multilingualism. For instance, it could 

be examined whether having had many foreign friends at 

the time of the first interview, leads to a higher level of 

multilingualism at the second interview, a year later. In 

fact, given that languages are predominantly acquired in 

childhood, and given that children are the fastest learn-

ers, it would be best to focus specifically on children 

and then follow them up to their adolescence or early 

adulthood. This kind of longitudinal data on language 

acquisition and multilingualism has not been collected 

anywhere yet, to our knowledge. If Utrecht decides to 

proceed with such a data collection, it could then present 

itself to the EU as the first city in Europe to have under-

taken comprehensive research on languages. 

Longitudinal data are difficult to collect, among other 

reasons because the respondents move and cannot be 

located at the time of the next interview. An idea for 

Utrecht would be to interview students at the interna-

tional college (University College Utrecht). As mentioned 

in this report, next to completing their study in English, 

UCU students also have to learn an additional language 

during their study. It would be interesting to see what 

determines their choice of language, how proficient 

they become and what use they have from learning the 

language. Further, as these students come from differ-

ent linguistic backgrounds, it would be possible to test 

whether being a child of an ethnically-mixed couple, 

having lived abroad and having cross-ethnic friends 

increases the chances of being multilingual. Similarly, the 

facilitating role of language similarity and the hindering 

role of mother tongue being a world language could be 

examined. After talking to the Director of Education, we 

got a permission to distribute a questionnaire among 

the students at some point in the future. We could re-

interview them over several semesters (for up to 3 years) 
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and in that way obtain (small scale) longitudinal data. 

Given that UC is a rather small community, and given 

that the students live on campus for 3 years, the problem 

of locating the respondents for the follow-up interview 

should be minimal.”

5.2.2. A cross-national study on      
    multilingualism in Europe

How is multilingualism doing in other places in Europe? 

Does it have the same causes in all countries and does 

it deliver the same benefits? And are there some special 

city or country related characteristics that make multilin-

gualism thrive more in one place than in the other? While 

Eurobarometer represents a good first step in the direc-

tion of comparative research on multilingualism, with 

a great diversity of relevant questions about language 

proficiency and language use in 31 countries in Europe, 

the problem with these data is that it is not possible to 

relate multilingualism to any of the theoretically relevant 

characteristics outlined in this report; the information 

on multilingualism is only descriptive. Therefore, as the 

last step in research on multilingualism, we propose 

to conduct a cross-national study in Europe in which, 

in addition to the questions on languages, we ask the 

respondents in detail about their socio-demographic and 

psychological characteristics, thereby making it possible 

to test the model in Figure 1 among the EU population. 

In addition, such cross-national research would enable 

us to also include additional contextual indicators of 

multilingualism – on the level of the city and country. The 

following are examples of the characteristics that could 

lead to different degrees of multilingualism in different 

countries: 

Small versus large country: •	 In small countries there 

is more need to learn the ‘big’ languages, so the 

population will be more multilingual.

Ethnically homogenous versus heterogeneous •	

country: In heterogeneous countries bilingual 

education might be offered (e.g., Switzerland) which 

would render the population more multilingual.

Number of foreign languages being taught in •	

schools: In countries where more languages are ob-

ligatory, the population should be more multilingual.

TV programmes dubbed:•	  In countries that dub TV 

programmes, people will be less multilingual than in 

countries that use subtitles.

GDP per capita:•	  This might be an indicator of how 

affordable it is to learn foreign languages. In that 

case, one would expect that the higher the GDP, the 

more multilingual the population. Alternatively, in 

poorer countries people have more incentives to 

learn foreign languages and then find a job abroad. 

This results in a contrasting expectation: the lower 

the GDP, the more multilingual the population.

Ideally, this study should be repeated among the same 

respondents at a later time-period. As it is difficult to 

get a representative national sample from each Euro-

pean country, an easier approach might be to establish 

contact with one city per country. Cities might be more 

interested in cooperating in this research, and people 

might respond more gladly to a local-level survey than 

to a national survey, as they might feel they are contrib-

uting to their own local community. This kind of inter-

city research would also be beneficial for Utrecht, as it 

would even further improve Utrecht’s cooperation with a 

number of European cities. 

5.2.3. Policies for stimulating  
    multilingualism

This report has shown that exposure, efficiency and 

incentives are the mechanisms that influence the level 

of individual multilingualism. Given that efficiency is 

closely related to the individual’s mental abilities, this 

aspect cannot that easily be influenced by municipal 

policies. Exposure and incentives, on the other hand, are 

the areas in which cities have some space to manoeuver 

if they decide to stimulate multilingualism among their 

population. 

For instance, regarding exposure, the cities could pro-

mote contact between inhabitants of different ethnic 

origins by organising interethnic events or financing 

interethnic associations. This is because a clear rela-

tionship has been detected in the presented research 

between cross-ethnic friendships and multilingualism. 

Similarly, the incentives to learn foreign languages could 

be promoted by the cities. For example, the cities could 

emphasize the importance of language skills for the 

career and personal cultural development by organizing 

events in which exceptionally multilingual individuals 

talk about their achievements. During job fairs, compa-

nies could emphasize their appreciation of multilingual 

skills among their employees. 

In schools more attention could be given by language 

teachers to the benefits of foreign-language proficiency. 

   

These are just several examples of possible activities a 

city could engage in in order to promote the linguistic 

richness of its population.
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Conclusions

Multilingualism, or the knowledge of multiple languages, is a hot topic. The EU is increasingly recognizing 

the relevance of raising multilingual citizens, and it strongly encourages fluency in at least three languag-

es. The EU’s main justification for stimulating multilingualism is the argument that the knowledge of for-

eign languages is beneficial for the economy and that it softens cultural barriers and enables intercultural 

communication. These claims, however, had not yet been tested well scientifically. Further, if it is indeed 

the case that the economy and interethnic relations benefit from languages, the next question that has to 

be answered is: how can multilingualism be stimulated?

6
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The aim of this report was threefold:

Show that Utrecht is a multilingual hotspot in Eu-1. 

rope.

Provide theoretical guidelines for turning Utrecht 2. 

into a European laboratory for multilingualism (i.e., 

develop a model for examining the causes and con-

sequences of being multilingual).

Present the results from three studies on multilin-3. 

gualism conducted in Utrecht among the general 

population, language-school participants and small 

and medium enterprises.

6.1. Utrecht is a multilingual hotspot 
 in Europe

First of all, the report has shown that Utrecht sticks out 

as one of the multilingual hotspots of Europe. This can 

be read from the findings of the Eurobarometer (2006), 

which places the Netherlands in the top two most mul-

tilingual countries in Europe (when considering the per-

centage of people who speak at least three languages). 

Further, the findings from an older Survey of inhabitants 

(BI, 2005) have already hinted at Utrecht being a highly 

multilingual city, with even 77 percent of its population 

speaking three or more languages to some extent and 12 

percent having some knowledge of at least five languag-

es. According to the new data from 2009, 85 percent of 

the inhabitants are trilingual. This means that Utrecht 

is well on it’s way towards meeting the European norm 

of trilingualism. Throwing a glance at various language-

related practices in the city has also corroborated the 

idea of Utrecht being a multilingual hotspot. According 

to the information obtained through interviews with the 

representatives of a number of institutions, the inhabit-

ants of Utrecht are exposed to foreign languages in all 

tiers of education (primary, secondary and tertiary), as 

well as in companies, at various language institutes and 

during leisure time. 

   

6.2. Theoretical guidelines for turning 
 Utrecht into a European laboratory 
 for multilingualism

The second aim of the report was to provide theoreti-

cally informed answers to the following question: What 

renders certain individuals more prone to acquiring 

(multiple) foreign languages, and what are the economic, 

social and cultural advantages of speaking more than 

one language for these individuals? In order to be able to 

identify causes and consequences of being multilingual, 

a detailed literature review was conducted. While the 

literature was informative about a number of potential 

causes and consequences of multilingualism, what was 

lacking was a unified framework. 

By pulling together insights from the studies on foreign-

language acquisition and the studies on immigrants’ 

destination-language proficiency, in the present research 

it was argued that the causes of multilingualism can be 

understood in terms of exposure, efficiency and incen-

tives. Exposure stands for opportunities to get in contact 

with the language; efficiency refers to the speed and 

ease with which foreign languages are being acquired; 

and incentives are the motives that stimulate foreign-

language learning, such as the prospect of a better job. 

Based on these mechanisms, a number of hypotheses 

were formulated about how people with different charac-

teristics (e.g., different age at which the foreign-language 

instruction began, different levels of education etc.) tend 

to be more or less multilingual.

As to the consequences of multilingualism, these could 

be grouped under the terms of human, social and cul-

tural capital. Human capital stands for the knowledge 

and skills an individual possesses; social capital stands 

for the resources, such as information and help, that can 

be obtained from the members of one’s social network; 

and cultural capital refers to norms, values and traditions 

a person adheres to. It is argued that multilingualism 

facilitates accumulation of all three forms of capital. For 

example, it is hypothesized that multilingualism increas-

es the chances of getting a better job (human capital), 

making cross-ethnic friends (social capital) and partici-

pating in cultural events (cultural capital). The conceptual 

model of causes and consequences of multilingualism 

was presented in Figure 1. 

6.3. Results from the three studies 
 on multilingualism conducted 
 in Utrecht 

Three surveys have been conducted in 2009 on the topic 

of multilingualism: one among the general population 

in Utrecht, one among language course participants at 

the Volksuniversiteit, and one among small and medium-

sized companies. The main conclusion from these stud-

ies is that the citizens of Utrecht and Utrecht’s companies 

are highly multilingual. 85 percent of the inhabitants 

speaks at least three languages, and 43 percent of the 

companies is multilingual. The most commonly spoken 

languages are Dutch, English, German and French, fol-

lowed by Spanish and Italian. The languages spoken the 

best are the common mother tongues: Dutch, Turkish, 

Arabic and Berber. From the usual foreign languages, 

English is mastered at the highest level.
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Several characteristics have been identified that are as-

sociated with the level of multilingualism of individuals. 

Higher educated people, those from Western countries, 

who are more extroverted, who experience fewer learn-

ing difficulties, and who find it economically, socially and 

culturally important to be able to speak foreign languag-

es, are the ones who tend to be more multilingual. These 

characteristics reflect the role of exposure, efficiency 

and incentives.

The multilingual people, in turn, have a higher income 

and more friends of other ethno-linguistic background. 

They also participate more in cultural activities and are 

more tolerant towards people from other ethnic groups. 

They might also identify a bit less with their own ethnic 

group, but this negative relationship is very weak. It 

seems that multilingualism is beneficial for the accumula-

tion of human, social and cultural capital.  

As to the companies, it turns out that the ones with 

cross-border activities are more multilingual. In fact, the 

more countries they do business with, the more multilin-

gual they are. Similarly, companies with a higher percent-

age of foreign employees as well as multilingual employ-

ees, use more languages for work purposes. There is 

some indication that multilingualism might increase the 

profits of a company.

The relationships presented in this report might also 

involve reversed causality. For instance having foreign 

friends and having a higher income might be the causes 

of being multilingual and not the consequences thereof. 

To test these relationships in a proper way, longitudinal 

data are needed. These are the data in which the same 

respondents have been interviewed repeatedly over a 

certain period of time. With multiple measurement points 

it would be possible to empirically separate the causes of 

multilingualism from their consequences. Such research 

could then be repeated in several European countries/cit-

ies in order to check whether the same processes are at 

work in different national contexts.
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