






164 Languages: State of the Nation  //  British Academy

Figure 15: Greatest obstacles in fulfilling language needs 

2.15 What measures should be taken to overcome these obstacles?
Respondents were asked to select from a list of possible policy options, those that 
they thought would have most impact in addressing these obstacles. As can be seen 
from Figure 16 below, compulsory language learning in the primary school (27) or up 
to GCSE (21) were seen as likely to be the most effective measures. Respondents also 
thought there should be more support available for adults to improve their language 
competence (20) and that more should be done to raise public awareness about the 
value of language competence (17). 

Figure 16: Policy measures recommended by respondents to improve the supply of lan-

guage skills 

Respondents see the policy solutions for languages as being in primary and 
secondary education (and to a lesser extent in adult education) rather than in the 
further and higher education sectors which feed directly into the labour market. 
This represents an endorsement of current government policy, although answers 
may have been skewed by the current public debate on language skills which 
has focused on the school curriculum. It is interesting however that they prefer 
a general solution – upgrading language skills amongst the populace at large, 
rather than one which is specifically targeted at the types of employee they would 
like to recruit.  The call to raise public awareness of the value of language skills is 
of course something in which employers themselves should be closely involved. 

2.16 Do employers expect their language needs to change in the near future?
As can be seen from Figure 17 below, half of respondents (25) expect their 
language needs to increase in future, and only one expects them to decrease. Of 
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those expecting their needs to increase, 12 say they will need more staff in existing 
languages and 13 expect to need a wider range of languages. Ten expect to continue 
with the same level of use, but foresee the balance between languages changing.  
The rest (15) do not expect their needs to change. On the basis of evidence from 
this, admittedly small-scale, sample, there appears be a growing need both for the 
languages currently used and for a more diverse range of languages.

Figure 17: Respondents’ expectations of future needs

2.17 What is the potential future scale of language use within the 
responding companies?
In addition to asking respondents what proportion of their staff were currently 
using foreign language skills, we asked them what proportion would potentially 
be using them if they were more readily available. 

Thirty-one respondents said that, even if language skills were more readily available, 
the same proportion of staff within the company would be using languages, 
although in 9 of these companies, all staff were already using languages. Twenty-
one respondents said that their usage of languages would increase. The extent of 
this potential increase in language usage is shown in Figure 18 below:

Figure 18: Potential for greater use of languages, if skills were available
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Although this is only a very small sample of companies, it clearly shows that 
there is untapped potential for language skills to be used on a much wider 
scale than currently, if they were more readily available within the workforce.  It 
can also perhaps be interpreted more negatively as evidence of complacency 
or even defeatism on the part of employers. As we have seen in 2.15 above, 
language competence appears to be something respondents expect education 
systems to provide, rather than something for themselves to take an active role 
in developing.

2.18 What motivates employers to use languages other than english?
Despite the supposed ubiquity of the English language, the strongest motivation 
for using other languages amongst the employers surveyed is that others 
do not speak English. In these cases (14), the use of other languages is an 
absolute necessity for communication. Other respondents (10) see the value of 
using other languages as offering competitive advantage. Others used foreign 
languages to communicate respect (9) or for relationship-building (10). Only a 
few (4) see the need for language skills in being able to access information not 
readily available in English. 

Figure 19: Reasons why responding organisations use foreign languages

Comments in relation to this question included:

•	 We are a global business with offices in many countries and we speak the 
local language

•	 We are a customer service centre covering the whole Nordic region
•	 To allow us to penetrate and develop sales more quickly and more deeply in 

our overseas markets.

3. Case studies

The case studies below are the result of telephone interviews with key 
individuals in each company or organisation. Not all had completed the online 
survey. There is a bias towards companies which provide language training, 
probably as a result of most of the contacts being made via Rosetta Stone. 

3.1 B&Q
B&Q is a leading home improvement and garden retailer and employs around 
1,000 staff at its head office in Southampton. Although popular wisdom is 
that foreign languages are needed for sales and that ‘you can buy in your own 
language’, the language need in B&Q is for purchasing. By teaming up with 
partner companies abroad, it can buy from across the whole European market 
and thus gain an important commercial advantage. 

The company is part of the Kingfisher group and works closely with sister 
operating companies in order to pool buying power from across the group.  
In the last two years the Southampton buying teams have started to work 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

Other

To access information not available in English

To communicate respect for our clients/others

Because it gives us competitive advantage

To build relationships

Because others do not speak English

Number of responding organisations



British Academy // Languages: State of the Nation  167

intensively with the French company Castorama and in doing so have found a 
need to use French. Services and Training Manager Mark Giles says that while 
senior managers might speak good English, deeper in the organisation this is 
not the case. The company also needs some German, Polish and Russian for 
similar relationships with other companies within the group. 

Languages have not in the past figured in recruitment policies, although the 
company is starting to be more conscious of this now. The company therefore 
offers in-house training in French, provided by a local specialist training 
company. Some 50 staff are currently receiving training in French and a 
smaller number in other languages. This is to fulfil an immediate need, not 
as a general professional development opportunity or designed necessarily 
to assist promotion within the group of companies. Some staff already have a 
good GCSE or A-level French but require more business-oriented language, for 
example, they need to be able to talk about figures, statistics, and products in 
order to agree on joint deals with counterparts in France. Others are learning 
the language from scratch. 

The case of B&Q illustrates how language competence supports commercial 
activity in ways which are not necessarily obvious to outsiders. 

3.2 Bosch UK Ltd
Bosch is a global engineering company with its headquarters in Stuttgart, 
Germany. It employs over 4,000 people in the UK at 36 locations including 
Denham, Worcester, St Neots, Stowmarket and Glenrothes. The Bosch 
Group comprises subsidiaries in 60 countries and its company language is 
officially English. However, staff who have dealings with the company head 
office, including many senior managers, require German – this may be up to 
a quarter of staff employed in the UK. As day to day contact with head office 
increases, so the need for competence in German is growing – mainly among 
engineers and sales staff but also in HR and IT functions. Alistair Cumming, 
Head of Training and Personnel Development, says that the need for German 
becomes evident when emails are forwarded – although the request to the 
individual is formulated in English (‘Can you deal with this?’) the email trail 
below is in German. As a result, around 150 UK staff are currently undertaking 
training in German. In addition, certain senior managers on a particular career 
path within the company are required to work abroad for 2 years, and this 
requires language skills. Where this involves placements in third countries, 
other languages come into play and intensive training is provided in languages 
such as French, Chinese and Malay. However, Bosch does not make language 
competence a requirement at the recruitment stage. The company says that 
this would be too limiting as regards the choice of applicants: language skills 
are not required at the expense of other skills the company values. However, 
the company recognises that those who have learnt German at school are 
better-placed to pick up the language quickly through the training they provide. 

3.3 Foreign and Commonwealth Office 
Language capability forms an important principle within the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office’s new ‘excellence in diplomacy’ policy. In a speech in 
July 2012, Foreign Minister William Hague set this out as follows: ‘We need 
more skilled diplomats…who are able to get under the skin of those countries, 
who are immersed in their language, culture, politics and history and who have 
access to decision-makers and can tap into informal networks of influence.’337

In order to achieve this, the FCO has increased both the budget for teaching 

337  Diplomatic excellence in the 21st century, William Hague speech 9 July 2012.
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languages and the number of posts designated as ‘speaker slots’ for which 
languages are an absolute requirement.  It has also raised the bar on the level 
of language competence which diplomats are expected to achieve.  For most 
posts this is now what is internally designated as ‘operational level’, a high level 
of competence equivalent to level C1 on the Common European Framework 
of Reference.  Full-time training is provided for staff who will occupy these 
positions, which are generally at management rather than administrative 
grades. The FCO allows 22 months full-time to achieve level C1 from scratch in 
languages which are difficult for English speakers to learn, such as Arabic and 
Chinese. This includes a year living in a country where the language is spoken. 
For languages which are more similar to English, such as Spanish, the time 
allowed is 7 months. Speaking is an essential skill for all profiles, and reading 
and listening are generally also required. Writing is only relevant in some 
profiles although it is generally included as part of the training programme as a 
way of assisting the development of the other skills. Diplomats do not generally 
write in the foreign language as this task is generally carried out by local staff, 
who are native speakers. 

In addition to this focused training for specified diplomatic positions, the FCO 
also runs other training programmes. Spouses, and diplomats in positions 
where language skills are an advantage rather than essential, undertake 
focused training up to level A2. There are also continuous development 
opportunities to attend language classes in key diplomatic languages. These 
are: Arabic, Chinese, Farsi, French, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish and Turkish. 
Language programmes provided by Rosetta Stone are available as an additional 
facility. 

Despite the high value it attaches to language skills, the FCO’s recruitment 
policies do not require language competence or use it as a discriminating 
factor at recruitment: this is seen as inimical to ensuring equal opportunities. 
However, internally it uses the Modern Languages Aptitude Test alongside other 
measures as a way of identifying staff likely to benefit from intensive language 
training. 

3.4 New era Aquaculture
New Era Aquaculture is an expanding new manufacturing business currently 
employing 20 staff at its base in Thorne, near Doncaster. Established 7 years’ 
ago, it specialises in dried fish food which it supplies to the retail trade and 
public aquariums in 35 countries. So far all the overseas business has been 
handled by the Managing Director, Peter Kersh, who speaks Spanish, French, 
Portuguese and Italian, with a little German. However with the business growing 
at 40% per year, the company expects to need an export manager soon and 
will be looking for a linguist. The company outsources translating for labels and 
product brochures and is now working on making its website multilingual – it 
expects initially to need online information in Spanish, Italian, German and 
French. Mr Kersh had recently returned from Valencia where he was pitching 
for a contract to supply the biggest aquarium in Europe. He hopes that his 
presentation in Spanish will have clinched the deal. 

3.5 gatwick Airport
As one of the world’s busiest airports, serving more than 200 destinations, 
Gatwick Airport is a quintessentially international environment. Its 2,200 
employees have to ensure that 34 million passengers a year are transferred 
swiftly and safely to their destinations, minimising the stress and disorientation 
which so often accompanies air travel. 
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As part of its commitment to customer service, the Airport has instituted 
language training for staff in the front line of dealing with the public. Those 
helping passengers through security, or assisting with information to make sure 
people can find their way around, choose from a range of the languages most 
commonly needed at the airport. They learn basic language relevant to their 
role, such as ‘liquids’ or ‘sharp objects’ and, after successfully completing the 
course, their language skills are recorded so that they can be called to deal with 
typical communication problems which may arise. Participants are of all ages 
and come from a range of backgrounds: some have university degrees, others 
lower level qualifications. The Airport also directly employs a small number of 
specialist linguists, who cover a variety of languages between them. These are 
called to interpret when more complex situations arise. In the past the Airport 
simply drew ad hoc on the language skills of its employees. Now there is a 
much more strategic approach, with the training organised in partnership with 
the union, Unite. 

3.6 Conclusions
These case studies of employers using languages in a variety of ways provide 
evidence that language skills benefit both companies and the individuals within 
them. New Era Aquaculture has grown from scratch to become a thriving 
international business thanks to the language skills of one linguist entrepreneur.  
These examples show how languages are needed for successful international 
engagement, whether for business or for diplomacy, but that they are required 
in addition to, not at the expense of, other skills.  None of the employers 
interviewed had recruited specifically for language skills and, in the case of the 
two multinational companies, the need for language skills had been perceived 
post hoc. In the case of B&Q, this was in order to derive full commercial benefit 
from belonging to an international group, and in the case of Bosch UK, when 
the company policy of speaking English was found not to work in practice. 
The case of Bosch UK shows how language skills may be a requirement for 
individuals to progress within such companies. 

4. Summary and conclusions

Although the survey included only a relatively small number of organisations, 
a very wide spectrum of the UK economy was represented. There is evidence 
from other sources which shows that the sector not represented in the survey 
– Real Estate – also uses language skills.338 We can therefore state categorically 
and possibly for the first time that foreign language skills are in use across all 
sectors of UK economy. As well as representing, quite serendipitously, all but 
one industry sectors in the UK, survey respondents include the public, private 
and voluntary sectors and all sizes of organisation from microbusinesses to very 
large multinational companies and public sector organisations. 

The range of languages used is correspondingly broad. Forty-five languages 
were individually named as being in use, and many more were referred to 
without being identified specifically. Organisations do not tend to restrict 
themselves to working in just one or two languages: large and very large 
organisations in particular use a very wide range of foreign languages. It 
appears that once the benefits of going beyond English are perceived, 
organisations operate as multilingually as possible. The range of languages in 
use includes many languages which are widely spoken by British people or 

338  An article in the Estates Gazette (‘The new recruits’, 1/9/06) quotes the MD of a large Chartered Surveying firm as 
recently having taken on 73 graduates of who just under half were fluent in a foreign language. 
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UK residents with a foreign background or heritage but which do not figure 
prominently within our education systems. There is an obvious case to be made 
for the better recognition, development and certification of such skills, which 
are shown here to have a clear economic value. However, the main European 
languages taught in UK schools and universities (French, German and Spanish) 
predominate in our survey. This is possibly in part simply because these 
languages are more readily available - however there is clearly a link between 
the languages prioritised in our education system and intensity of economic 
and cultural relationships with countries where those languages are spoken. We 
suggest therefore that any policy to improve economic and cultural links with 
a wider range of international partners should included plans to stimulate the 
teaching and learning of relevant languages as an integral part of its strategy.

The survey confirms findings of previous research that the need for foreign 
languages skills is not simply for the elite of senior management: staff at all 
levels use language skills. These messages provide a wake-up call for the 
education system and careers advice in which languages may all too often be 
presented as only relevant to those students intending to become interpreters 
or translators or destined for senior management positions. The message 
that languages are used and valued at operational level too implies we should 
step up efforts to achieve a better social balance in language learning. This 
message can also be seen as a positive one for graduates at the beginning of 
their careers, provided they have other skills and attributes to offer alongside 
languages. 

The picture of language use that emerges from the survey is one of extreme 
diversity – skills in a wide range of languages are used across the full spectrum 
of economic life, for a wide range of functions, by employees at all levels 
in the system. Whilst this conveys a positive message in demonstrating the 
contribution that language skills are making across the economy as a whole, 
this very diversity presents a challenge for skills planning. 

The survey appears to confirm findings from other sources that there is no 
concentration of demand in any one sector of the economy or type of job, while 
the range of languages in use is very broad, all factors which inhibit strong calls 
to action. The use of native speakers is very common amongst the organisations 
responding to the survey and this may be a factor which depresses the level of 
demand for language skills evident in national skills shortage surveys. Some 
organisations which use language skills widely do not explicitly make them a 
requirement for recruitment. 

However, findings from this survey provide a strong indication of future 
increasing demand – both in languages already frequently used and in others. 

Respondents to the survey say that the greatest barrier to fulfilling their 
language needs is finding staff who can combine foreign language competence 
with other skills and attributes needed to do the job in question. Case studies 
make clear that languages are required in addition to, not at the expense of, 
other skills. But because our survey covers so many languages across so many 
different fields, no clear picture emerges of the most desirable combinations 
of sectoral skills and languages. It is possible that a wider scale quantitative 
survey might be able to shed further light on this, although this would be far 
from straightforward. However, applied language skills – generic business 
administration and management skills in a foreign language – are clearly 
valuable cross-sectorally.  We can therefore draw two general conclusions: 
a) that it would be desirable for language students to develop some skills in a 
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business- or employment-oriented context, and b) that students in a wide range 
of other disciplines would benefit from a language (also in an applied context) 
in addition to their main subject. The very frequent use of foreign languages for 
emailing highlights the need not to overemphasise oral skills at the expense of 
the written language.

Although respondents see the main issue as finding the right combinations 
of skills, they do not prioritise further or higher education for policy action to 
overcome this. Rather they see policy solutions in the teaching of languages 
to all pupils in primary and secondary schools. The current Government’s 
policy for compulsory language learning in primary schools receives strong 
endorsement.

The findings from the survey clearly demonstrate that the need to move ‘beyond 
English’ is understood and acted on by this sample of employers. Foreign 
language skills are more than merely ‘nice to have’: the strongest motivation 
among our respondents for using foreign languages is because ‘others do 
not speak English’. The use of foreign languages is a serious and necessary 
business function, not simply a courtesy to others, and the value of foreign 
languages in securing competitive advantage and for relationship-building is 
understood and prized. 

Our survey is based on self-reporting by institutions – clearly other 
methodologies such as observations of actual practice would provide a 
closer level of detail on the situations in which languages are used in working 
environments and which skills come into play. Larger scale surveys would be 
necessary to provide quantitative information of statistical validity which might 
take us further towards matching particular languages with particular types of 
industry or operational function. 

Our survey sits between these two extremes and paints a broad picture of the 
multifaceted contribution of language skills to economic life. 
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1. Background to the research

The present report provides labour market intelligence (LMI) for the British 
Academy’s 2013 State of the Nation report on languages. This report will be 
updated at regular intervals, and will support the Languages & Quantitative 
Skills Programme’s aim of addressing strategic deficits in language learning by 
providing up-to-date evidence on the supply and demand for language skills 
and on their contribution to the  UK’s economy and society.

Labour market intelligence is carried out by all sectors in order to identify 
information on skills required by employers, and is used to identify skills needs, 
skills shortages and areas for training or development. It should be reviewed on 
a regular basis to evaluate trends in the job market. 

Labour market intelligence for language skills explores which languages are 
requested by employers and which sectors recruit for language skills, and 
identifies job roles and other related information.

As languages are a skill that can be applied in a wide range of sectors, it has 
been difficult to quantify the labour market. Most labour market intelligence 
prior to 2011 was qualitative, relying on a range of European and regional 
data sources supplemented by employer interviews. However, in 2010–11, 
the University Council of Modern Languages (UCML) funded a piece of labour 
market intelligence for graduates with language skills that tested a new, 
quantitative method of measuring the job market. This method consisted of 
reviewing online job sites posting vacancies with language skills. While the 
review was not comprehensive, it was valuable as a sampling of the job market 
during a particular period and provided useful evidence for higher education 
and skills planning.

The present labour market intelligence has a broader scope than the 2011 
research, in that it reviews the whole market for language skills, not just for 
graduates. It also explores languages as an added value skill or as a skill 
beneficial to a job application, which was not measured in the previous 
research.

2. Duration of the research

The research took place between 8 June and 16 September 2012. The 14 
week research period included the summer holiday period, and the period 
covering the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games.

In conjunction with the general economic downturn in the United Kingdom, 
the timing of the survey may have resulted in a lower than average number 
of vacancies advertised. Therefore, these numbers may under-represent the 
overall labour market for languages. Ideally, labour market intelligence should be 
ongoing, or at least repeated at regular intervals, in order to build up a reliable 
picture of trends. 

3. Scope of the research

The research included all foreign languages, but excluded sign languages. 
Welsh, Irish and Gaelic were included only where they were specified as a 
second language competence in an advertisement.
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Voluntary roles, advertisements which did not specify a job role (e.g. 
recruitment agencies seeking individuals with language skills but not for a 
specific job role) and vacancies posted by an individual (e.g. personal language 
tuition) were excluded from the research.

The research did not aim to collect information relating to salaries.

4. methodology

The present research was carried out by Anne Marie Graham, of Arqueros 
Consulting Ltd, who has previously carried out labour market intelligence in the 
field of languages and intercultural skills on behalf of CILT, the National Centre 
for Languages, Skills CfA and University Council of Modern Languages. 

The objectives of the research were as follows:

•	 to outline the current demand for languages and intercultural skills in the 
labour market by collecting information on the total number of jobs with 
languages advertised on key recruitment websites 

•	 to analyse jobs by language, location, level of language required, sector of 
employment and job role.

Where possible, the research was to use methodology similar to the 2011 
labour market intelligence conducted by UCML, in order to provide an element 
of longitudinal comparability.

First, the researcher carried out a review of online job sites in order to identify those 
best placed to provide a quantitative sample of the labour market for languages. 
There are many online job sites, ranging from international and national websites 
to smaller recruitment agencies or corporate recruitment sites. In order to extract 
a representative sample of the labour market in the limited timescale available, 
selection criteria were established before beginning the research. 

All sites were to be general job sites, with no specialism in any particular 
area of recruitment. To be included, a site needed a search engine capable 
of searching for specific words defined as search criteria by the researcher, 
providing an accurate return. For example, a search for ‘French, language’ 
must return listings that include either word, rather than listings that include 
both words. The search function on selected sites allowed the researcher to 
define job alerts according to general terminology e.g. ‘language’, and specific 
languages e.g. ‘French’, ‘Spanish’, ‘Mandarin’ etc. 

The researcher defined a time period for the available listings. For the purpose 
of this research, daily alerts were set up and these alerts returned vacancies 
posted within the previous 24 hours. 

Due to changes in scope, as well as amendments to the search and job alert 
functions used by the websites surveyed in the 2011 research, the present 
research was unable to use the same job sites as in 2011. 

Four sites were initially selected for the research on the basis that their search 
functions met the requisite criteria: 

•	 Telegraph jobs – used in the 2011 research
•	 Guardian jobs – a major recruitment site with a high proportion of UK traffic
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•	 Totaljobs – a similar model to Indeed.co.uk, used in 2011 research
•	 Simplyhired – a similar model to Indeed.co.uk, used in 2011 research.

Telegraph jobs and Guardian jobs are newspaper websites with a significant 
amount of advertisement traffic and are widely used by UK jobseekers. 
They are representative job search tools and were selected on this basis.

TotalJobs and Simplyhired are aggregator websites, which collate a wide variety 
of advertisements for vacancies posted by direct employers, numerous leading 
recruitment companies and free sites. While the information obtained may not 
be a comprehensive reflection of the job market, the sites are representative 
of the tools regularly used by jobseekers and are therefore indicative of 
recruitment trends.

Unfortunately, one site, TotalJobs, had to be discounted after one week due to 
the search criteria not providing the correct return on advertisements.

Simplyhired, however, includes advertisements from other aggregator sites, 
including

•	 Totaljobs – used in the 2011 research
•	 Reed.co.uk
•	 Xpatjobs
•	 Jobs.ac.uk
•	 Gumtree 

Simplyhired also includes job advertisements from numerous recruitment 
agencies around the UK. Some of these agencies specialise in multilingual 
recruitment.

•	 Languagematters
•	 Merrow 
•	 EuroLondon 
•	 Kerr Multilingual Recruitment
•	 Boyce Recruitment

It also includes advertisements from other agencies who post vacancies from 
other sectors with a language requirement.

On the basis of the wide range of aggregated sites provided by Simplyhired, the 
researcher deemed the three websites to be a sufficiently representative sample 
of the labour market.

Alerts were set up so that the researcher received daily emails about new 
vacancies that were posted under the search terms. A database of vacancies 
was maintained and job vacancies were added on a regular basis. The 
database was interrogated regularly for duplicate vacancies (e.g. added by 
more than one recruitment agency) and any duplicates were removed from the 
database so as to not inflate the final numbers.

Listings were categorised under the following headings:

•	 Job role (and its type, e.g. admin, management, if specified)
•	 Sector (if specified)
•	 Languages required (if specified)
•	 Level of language required (if specified)
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•	 Location of job role (English government regions, parts of the UK, Europe, 
Rest of the world)

Some notes and caveats should be taken into account when reviewing the 
findings. Sectors were defined by the listings themselves. Where a vacancy 
fell into multiple sectors, the researcher attempted to assign it to the most 
appropriate and representative category, aligned to the sector rather than the role. 

It should be noted that some vacancies requested more than one language or 
had roles in more than one language. Where vacancies required more than 
one language, each individual language was categorised under the Language 
tab in order to accurately reflect demand for individual languages. Therefore 
the total number of language vacancies is greater than the total number of 
individual vacancies.

Vacancies in more than one location e.g. at different branches or sites of the 
same company are counted once, to accurately reflect numerical demand. 
However, the geographical locations are counted individually to accurately 
reflect geographical demand. Therefore the total number of vacancies per 
region is greater than the number of individual vacancies. 

Due to the high number of duplicate vacancies posted on online sites, the 
researcher was unable to accurately calculate the exact percentage of jobs that 
requested a language skill in comparison to the job market as a whole.

It should be acknowledged that other vacancies may be advertised on job 
sites not covered by our research. The present research does not account for 
vacancies advertised internally.

5. Findings of the research

Over the course of the research period, 1,058 unique job vacancies were 
posted. This is less than the figure obtained in the 2011 research, 2,015, but 
the present research has included enhanced editing for duplicate vacancies 
and re-advertisements. It was also conducted over a different time period 
during the calendar year. Therefore it cannot be compared directly.

5.1 Job roles
Vacancies that required language skills were extremely wide-ranging, and it is 
therefore difficult to categorise them efficiently. This is partly due to different 
companies having their own nomenclature and job titles, but partly due to 
the diverse sector spread (described in section 5.2). There is no real pattern 
to job titles, except perhaps in education, and similar roles may be called by 
slightly different names across sectors, e.g. customer service adviser, customer 
service agent, etc.

However, it is possible to make some grouping under terminology. For instance, 
about 12% of vacancies feature either ‘customer service’ or ‘customer support’ 
in the role title, e.g. customer service advisor. Similarly, 12% of roles feature 
‘sales’ in the title, e.g. sales executive. Approximately 3% of roles feature 
marketing or PR in the title. Business development features in the title of 2% of 
roles, as does the term ‘client’.

Nearly 5% of roles feature translator, translation (e.g. project manager), 
interpreter or interpreting in the title.
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Other commonly advertised roles include ‘teacher’ or ‘tutor’ with 3% of roles, or 
roles in ‘accounts’ nearly 2% of vacancies.

Other words that recur in job titles include ‘international’ and ‘European’, which 
both feature in just over 1% of job roles. Interestingly, the term ‘export’ features 
in less than 1% of job roles. 

Figure 1: Commonly used terms in job roles/job titles
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5.2 Sectors advertising roles requiring language skills
The present research categorised jobs, wherever possible, in line with the 
sectors recognised in the National Employer Skills Survey.339 It also defined 
vacancies according to recognised pan sector areas, such as marketing, sales, 
customer service and human resources. Therefore it does not directly correlate 
to the 2011 research in terms of sectors. However, this was a deliberate 
decision by the researcher as it is intended to ensure the data corresponds 
more closely to other skills surveys, and makes the data more meaningful to 
individual sectors. It could therefore be included in sectoral LMI where relevant. 
It is recommended that any future labour market intelligence retain the same 
sector categories, where possible.

In addition to the categories defined in the National Employers Skills survey 
(NESS), new or additional sectors were defined by the listings themselves. For 
example, the research also includes linguist roles, which are not referenced 
in the NESS. It also includes a new sector to emerge requiring language skills, 
namely business services. Business services were not evident in the 2011 LMI 
but include outsourcing, consulting, subscription services, events management 
and process management roles. As several advertisements stated business 
services as the relevant sector, this was added to the list of categories.

Larger categories were broken down into subsectors where significant numbers 
of vacancies occurred in a particular subsector, e.g. media & publishing in the 
creative industries. 

Using these categorisations, 35 different sectors were represented within the 
advertisements during the research period.340 

339 The National Employer Skills Survey is carried out every other year, and is the largest survey of English employers’ 
training and recruitment needs. For more information, visit http://www.ukces.org.uk/ourwork/employer-surveys/ness.
340 For the purposes of this research, customer service, marketing & PR, market research and recruitment are 
classified as sectors, as so many of the advertisements classified themselves under these headings and no other sector.
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The sector with most vacancies was finance,341 with nearly 13%, or 136 roles, 
followed by IT342 with just over 11%, or 121 vacancies. Within the IT sector, the 
games industry provides a strong market for language skills, with varied roles in 
translation, testing and localisation project management.

The education sector, incorporating schools and universities, posted just 
over 7% or 78 vacancies in the research period. Communication vacancies 
were also common, with nearly 6% of roles in marketing & PR, and 5% in the 
media.343 Digital and social media vacancies accounted for 42% of the media 
sector’s vacancies, mirroring a general trend in media vacancies overall.344 

Figure 2: Top 5 sectors recruiting for language skills
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Language service roles – including interpreting, translation and other related 
roles, such as translation project management – were not as widespread as 
might be assumed, with only 3% of vacancies posted in the language service 
industry. However, there were roles advertised for specialist linguists in other 
sectors, such as the games industry or the legal sector, raising the total of 
linguist roles overall (cf. section 5.1).

Vacancies specifying language skills are not confined to business. The public 
sector also advertised vacancies during the research period. Just over 1% 
of roles were in government,345 of which two were based overseas. Less than 
1% of jobs were in the legal sector, although there were legal roles requiring 
language skills (such as legal translators or paralegals, which accounted for 
another 1% of vacancies) advertised in other sectors. However, manufacturing 
and engineering are sectors which maintain an interest in language skills, with 
2% and 2.5% of the market respectively. Travel & tourism roles also requested 
languages with 2.5% of vacancies. The healthcare and pharmaceutical sector 
had a similar proportion of vacancies, predominantly in sales or regulatory roles.

341 Finance includes banking, accountancy, insurance, financial services, investments, credit control and purchase 
ledger roles.
342 IT includes the games industry, hardware and software, technology and telecommunications.
343 Media includes journalism, radio, TV, digital media and B2B roles.
344 As a comparison, On the Guardian jobs website 28/9/12, out of 1598 media jobs, 649 were digital media  
(approx. 40%).
345 Government includes policy, military, security and regulatory roles.
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Figure 3: Other sectors recruiting for language skills

Language services

Travel & tourism

Engineering (inc. electrical)

Healthcare & pharmaceuticals

Retail

Manufacturing

Charity

Business services

Public sector

Publishing

Energy

Law

Sports & leisure

Arts & heritage

Environment

Hospitality

Other creative industries 

Science & bioscience

No.of advertisements

0 5 10 2515 20 30

Sectors with less than 1% of vacancies include energy, sports & leisure, 
environmental industries, other creative industries,346 construction, property 
services, advertising, food manufacturing, HR and logistics.

The number of vacancies requesting language skills in a particular sector 
may reflect the general labour market. For example, the IT sector is recruiting 
strongly overall,347 so it is logical that it will have a high proportion of the 
vacancies for languages as well. Sectors with low numbers may also be 
indicative of a recruitment freeze in that sector. This reiterates the importance 
of regular labour market intelligence to track employment trends.

A significant number of advertisements (12%) did not specify any job 
sector. Roles which did not specify a sector tended to be those posted by 
recruitment agencies, which have a policy of withholding client information 
in job advertisements.

5.3 Languages specified in advertisements
In total, 47 different languages were specifically requested in job 
advertisements. The languages most requested by employers were German 
(345 vacancies) and French (318 vacancies), meaning that 62% of vacancies 
requested skills to some extent in these languages. 158 (approx. 15%) 
vacancies requested skills in both French and German.

346 Not including media & publishing.
347 Barclays Job Creation Survey, 2012.
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Figure 4: Languages specified in job advertisements

400

350

300

250

200

150

100

50

0

Fr
en

ch

N
o.

 o
f 

ad
ve

rt
is

em
en

ts

Ger
m

an

M
an

da
rin

/C
an

ton
es

e

Sp
an

ish
Ita

lia
n

Dut
ch

Rus
sia

n

Dan
ish

Nor
weg

ian

Por
tu

gu
es

e

Ja
pa

ne
se

Kor
ea

n

Ara
bic

Sw
ed

ish

Other frequently requested languages include, in order of demand, Spanish (211, 
or 18%), Italian (170, 14%), Dutch (98, or 9%), Russian (65, or 6%), Portuguese 
(61, or nearly 6%, of which 4 specified Brazilian Portuguese) and Polish (36, or 
3%). Mandarin or Cantonese (38, or nearly 4%)348 and Arabic (29 vacancies, or 
nearly 3%) scored relatively low in comparison to European languages, as did 
Japanese and Korean (with 27 and 17 vacancies respectively). Indian languages 
specified in advertisements included Hindi, Gujarati, Bengali, Urdu and Panjabi 
but these had less than 1% of requests, as did the community languages of 
Somali and Farsi. Other EU languages, such as Bulgarian and Turkish or Asian 
languages such as Malay were requested in less than 1% of vacancies.

Scandinavian languages were frequently specified in job advertisements. 
Individually, Swedish is the most requested, (in 65, or 5.3% of vacancies) 
and, together with Russian, is the 6th most requested language overall. It is 
followed by Danish (with 50, or 5% of vacancies), Norwegian (49, or approx. 
5% of vacancies) and Finnish (29, or 3% of vacancies). In addition to requests 
for individual languages, 19 vacancies (<2%) asked for a non-specified 
Scandinavian or Nordic language capability.

Six per cent (68) of advertisements asked for candidates with skills in two or 
more languages. Many advertisements gave a list of languages that would be 
beneficial in the role, with 312 (29%) specifying two or more languages that 
would be recognised in the recruitment process.

european languages 
Interestingly, 5% of vacancies (53) specified that the candidate should have a 
European language or an official language of the EU, but did not specify which 
language. In addition, four vacancies specified that the candidate should have 
Eastern European language skills, but did not specify which language.

European languages are overwhelmingly the most requested by employers 
in advertisements. Over 96% of vacancies requested skills in a European 
language, specified or unspecified. This may be explained by the fact that 
so many of the advertised roles are customer or client-facing. As UK trade 
statistics349 demonstrate, other EU nations are our main non-English speaking 
markets and therefore are a major customer base for UK businesses. The 
relative lack of jobs requiring Mandarin or Cantonese could be due to the fact 

348 Where vacancy specifies ‘Cantonese or Mandarin’, this has only been counted once.
349 Graham, Labour Market Intelligence: Languages & Intercultural Working. Skills CfA, February 2012, p.46.
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that, as trade statistics show, as yet the UK does not export as many products 
and services to speakers of these languages. 

Ninety-one, or 8.6% of the jobs advertised during the period of the research 
specified that any European language would be ‘beneficial’, ‘ideal’, ‘an 
advantage’, ‘preferred’ or ‘desirable’.

5.4 Language trends per sector
As we have already reported, the finance sector advertised the most vacancies 
during the research period. European languages were dominant within this 
sector, with EU languages making up over 90% of requests in finance, with 
Russian, Turkish and Brazilian Portuguese making up the remainder. German, 
French, Spanish or Italian were required in 46% of financial sector vacancies.

In the IT sector, European languages were also overwhelming popular, again 
with over 90% of vacancies specifying EU languages, with Japanese, Russian 
and Hebrew making up the remainder.

The games industry within the IT sector is recruiting predominantly for Western 
European or Scandinavian languages, with Polish the only exception (in just 
one request for a games translator). 

In education, the majority of these roles were for secondary school teachers, 
working from Key Stage 3 to Key Stage 5, with French, German and Spanish the 
most requested languages in education.

French and German were the most requested languages by the engineering 
sector, which only advertised for European language skills.

Communication, Sales, Marketing and customer service roles spanned a 
diverse range of languages, which we can assume reflects the customer base of 
the companies posting the vacancies.

5.5 Level of language requested
Around half of the vacancies (516 or 48%) that did specify a level requested 
fluency in a language. Just over 4% required native level competence in a 
language. Less than 1% of employers were seeking bilingualism with English. 
Most vacancies also specified full fluency in English, regardless of the foreign 
language requested, reminding us that English language competence is still a 
vital skill. 

However, a large proportion of vacancies (31%) did not specify a level of language. 

Figure 5: Level of language requested by employer
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Other competences requested included ‘business fluency’, ‘oral fluency’, 
‘conversant’, ‘advanced’, ‘basic’, ‘graduate level’ ‘good level of’ ‘written and 
spoken’, ‘outstanding’, ‘superb’ and ‘excellent’. These competences are much 
more subjective and difficult to analyse in terms of the research.

As we can see, employers use a wide range of terminology to articulate the 
level of language they are looking for. This makes it difficult to draw robust 
conclusions, and demonstrates the importance of using frameworks such as 
the Common European Framework for Languages or the UK Occupational 
Language Standards as a common vocabulary to specify language skills. 

5.6 Location of vacancies
Within the UK, most (63%) of vacancies were located in London or the South 
East. Other pockets were located in the North West (approx. 8%), West Midlands 
(approx. 5%) or other highly populated areas, such as the East Midlands (4%). 

Yorkshire & the Humber and the North East had the lowest number of 
vacancies in England. 

Figure 6: UK Vacancies 
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Across the UK, 2% of vacancies were in Northern Ireland, 3% in Scotland and 
1% in Wales. Of all vacancies in Wales, 64% requested Welsh as the second 
language competence. 

It is unsurprising that the majority of vacancies are found in the highly 
populated areas of London and the South East, as well as in other densely 
populated areas such as the North West or West Midlands. The ONS regional 
trends report also notes that the North West and West Midlands have started to 
see a fall in unemployment sooner than other regions,350 which may explain the 
increase in vacancies compared to other areas of the UK (see section 5.9 for 
full details). The predominance of vacancies in London and the South East of 
England contributes significantly to the large proportion of vacancies in England 
compared to the devolved UK nations.

A small number of vacancies (<0.5%) did not specify a location or were 
home-based. 

While UK vacancies naturally dominate job advertisements on UK websites, 
36, or 3% of vacancies advertised were in other European countries. Of these, 
8 (or 22%) were in a country where the language requested was widely used. 
Other European vacancies were located throughout Europe but had a mix 

350 Office of National Statistics. Regional Trends 43. July 2011.
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of language requirements. These tended to be customer-facing roles, where 
staff may be dealing with customers in a range of countries other than where 
the job is based. Approximately 11, or 1% of vacancies were located in other 
destinations, including Africa, USA, Central America, the Middle East and Asia.

Figure 7: Vacancies per location worldwide
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During the analysis of vacancies, the researcher also noted some overseas 
vacancies that specified that language skills were not required. This may be 
worth exploring in more detail in future labour market reviews, to include as a 
percentage of the job market. 

5.7 Languages as added value
Unlike previous labour market research, the present research captured job 
advertisements that did not request a specific language but that stated that 
a second language or language skills would be beneficial or an advantage to 
candidates applying for the role. 

Of the total number of vacancies recorded, 9% (96) noted that a second 
language would be beneficial on applications, but did not specify which 
language. This indicates that employers value the skill of a second language, 
irrespective of which language it is.

As previously stated, 91 or 8.6% of the jobs captured during the period of 
the research specified that any European language would be ‘beneficial’, ‘an 
advantage’, ‘preferred’ or ‘desirable’.

Other advertisements quoted: 

“…applicants with European languages will 
be favoured…”

“…please let us know if you can speak  
another language…”

“…language skills advantageous…”

“…candidates with language skills will be preferred…”

This is compelling evidence that language skills are beneficial when applying 
for jobs, even when they are not directly linked to the job role itself. This is a 
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fertile area for future research, which should be followed up in subsequent 
labour market intelligence or similar reviews. 

5.8 Trends
While a direct comparison cannot be made in every category, due to the 
expanded scope of the present research, we can still note some general trends 
in comparison to the 2011 labour market intelligence.

5.8.1 Languages requested
In the present survey, German is the language most requested by employers, 
closely followed by French. This is a direct switch from the 2011 research, 
where French was slightly more popular than German. Requests for these 
languages are the most numerous by far with over 62% of vacancies requesting 
one or both of these languages, which significantly exceeds the proportion 
identified in the 2011 LMI, where approximately 46% of jobs required one or 
both of these languages. As 2012 research by Skills CfA notes, the popularity 
of European languages with employers is understandable when we consider 
that the European Single Market is a significant trading bloc for the UK, with 
Germany, the Netherlands and France in our top five export markets. The 
Netherlands and Germany are also the largest growth markets for UK food and 
drink products, and Scotland in particular has seen a significant increase in 
exports to the Netherlands in recent years. This may explain why Dutch was the 
fifth most requested language by employers in both 2011 and 2012. 

Spanish and Italian remain firmly in 3rd and 4th position, with demand holding 
strong for these major European languages. In the 2012 research, Spanish was 
also requested for roles based in Central America, and for roles dealing with a 
Latin American customer base.

Table 1: Frequency of requests for a specific language

Language 2012 ranking 2011 ranking

german 1 2

French 2 1

Spanish 3 3

Italian 4 4

Dutch 5 5

Swedish 6= 6

Russian 6= 7

Portuguese 8 12

Danish 9 10

Norwegian 10 9

Chinese 11 8

Arabic 12 11

The order of frequency has changed little from 2011, with Russian rising 
slightly in popularity to join Swedish in joint 6th place. Portuguese, Danish and 
Norwegian have moved ahead of Mandarin or Cantonese in this year’s review, 
increasing the dominance of European languages. 

In fact, the top 15 languages have remained the same since 2011, with no new 
languages entering the frame. This correlates with the fact that there has been 
little recent change in the primary markets for UK trade. However, we have noted 
Brazilian Portuguese specified in some advertisements specifying Portuguese 
and this should be tracked further in future reviews of the labour market.
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5.8.2 Types of roles
There is more detail on types of roles in the present research, with a greater 
division between role and sector than in the 2011 research. For example, sales 
roles have been aligned more closely to the sector in which they are advertised 
e.g. retail, IT, and therefore do not form their own sector. For that reason, we are 
unable to directly compare the two sets of findings. 

Nonetheless, in the present research, customer-facing roles are those that most 
frequently specify a language skill. Whether it is writing materials and online 
content in the language of a market, or dealing with customer enquiries or sales 
leads in a foreign language, roles which require interaction with customers or 
suppliers in another market are the most likely to require a language skill. 

Languages are requested for both sales and customer support roles. This 
corresponds closely to the 2011 research, where sales & trading roles were 
designated as a specific sector, and dominated the advertisements posted 
with 36% of vacancies. In the 2011 LMI, customer service roles were split 
across Administrative and IT sectors – making it difficult to make an accurate 
calculation – but may have potentially formed up to 20% of the labour market. 

5.8.3 Sectors
The present research has categorised vacancies, where possible, in line with 
the sectors and pan sector areas recognised in the National Employer Skills 
Survey.351 Therefore it does not directly correlate to the 2011 research in terms 
of sectors. However it is intended that this will make the data more meaningful 
to individual sectors and enable it to be included in LMI for other sectors where 
relevant. For instance, the finance sector may want to look at data on foreign 
language skills when it conducts its regular LMI review. For this reason, it is 
advisable to retain the present categories, as far as possible, in any future 
labour market intelligence.

Nevertheless, we can still draw some comparisons. In the 2011 research, sales 
& trading roles and customer service roles were most in demand. The present 
research also has a significant number of sales, customer service, marketing 
and client-facing roles, in a wide variety of sectors. 

Sales and trading roles were the most popular by a considerable margin 
in 2011. While sales and trading roles do not appear as widespread in the 
present research, when recruitment, business development and other 
sales related roles are included in the pan sector area, it still forms one of 
the largest groups of vacancies. This confirms that roles which require the 
individual to interact with customers are still an important element of the 
labour market for languages.

Marketing, PR and advertising roles hold a similar proportion of the labour 
market in the present research as they did in the 2011 LMI, with nearly 6% and 
5% of the market respectively.

Finance roles formed a significant proportion of the job market for language 
skills in the 2011 research, with the second highest number of vacancies. In 
the present research, they are the predominant group, which indicates both the 
continued demand for language skills in the sector and, potentially, an upturn 
in recruitment figures for this sector.

351 
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The IT sector continues to request language skills for a range of job roles in the 
present sample, in a consistent proportion to the 2011 findings, with 11% and 
12% of the labour market respectively. 

5.8.4 Number of roles
While the number of roles reported is less than last year, this could be attributed 
to several factors. The researcher noted a considerable fall in the number of job 
advertisements posted during the London 2012 Olympic Games and throughout 
the whole of August as a whole. This could be due to an intensified holiday 
period, as people took leave either to attend or avoid the impact of the Olympic 
Games. As the research period also incorporated the general summer holiday 
period, this could have a further impact on the numbers of vacancies advertised 
overall. It will be interesting to review National Statistics for the period covering the 
Olympics, which will be released at the end of 2012, to review any overall trends. 

The lower figure could also have been due to the change in sites used in 
the research but this is unlikely due to the fact that the aggregator site used 
included advertisements from many other sites, some of which featured in the 
previous research. 

5.9 Location of vacancies

5.9.1 england
As in 2011, London and the South East post the overwhelming majority of 
vacancies requesting language skills. However, the present research has seen the 
North West as the region with third largest demand, unlike 2011 where it was fifth 
behind the West Midlands and the East. The West Midlands remains in fourth 
place overall, as per the 2011 research, but the East Midlands and the South 
West has overtaken the East of England in terms of demand for language skills. 

Table 2: English regions’ demand for language skills (highest to lowest)

2011 2012

1 London London

2 South East South East

3 East North West

4 West Midlands West Midlands

5 North West East Midlands

6 South West South West

7 East Midlands East

8 North East Yorkshire & the Humber

9 Yorkshire & the Humber North East

Changes in demand such as these reinforce the need for regular labour market 
intelligence in order to closely monitor trends and provide accurate information 
on regional and national demand.

5.9.2 UK
As in 2011, England has the overwhelming majority of vacancies followed by 
Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. This order of demand corresponds 
directly to the order of demand in 2011. 

It is unsurprising that the parts of the UK with the largest population size would 
have the largest number of vacancies. However, it would be interesting to 



188 Languages: State of the Nation  //  British Academy

explore in future reviews, if additional funding were available, whether there is 
any specific sector breakdown in the devolved nations. This has not been done 
in detail in previous LMI, and would be interesting to explore.

5.9.3 Worldwide
There was no calculation of the distribution of worldwide vacancies in the 2011 
research with which to make a comparison. However, it is natural that UK job 
sites will primarily advertise UK vacancies. It would be useful to track in future 
labour market reviews the number of job vacancies overseas that are advertised 
without the need for foreign language skills, as a comparison.

Conclusion 

As the research shows, language skills continue to be requested by employers 
in a range of sectors for a wide variety of job roles. These requests are for 
languages as an essential skill, and also as a preferred additional competence 
that would add value to the applicant’s CV. This new evidence – that languages 
are a skill that adds value to an individual’s profile – is a useful piece of 
evidence for higher education and careers education professionals looking 
for information on the benefits of studying a language after the age of 14. As 
information on employability becomes a critical tool for educational institutions 
in this new, student-led environment, up-to-date evidence from employers on 
the value of languages as a skill becomes ever more important, reinforcing the 
need for languages-specific labour market intelligence.

The present research demonstrates that there is still a strong demand for 
European languages, particularly French and German, on the labour market. 
Spanish, Italian and Dutch also remain strongly in favour with employers in a 
range of sectors. Other European languages, such as those from Scandinavia, 
and languages of major trading partners, such as Russian remain strong. 
Demand for Portuguese seems to have grown since the last labour market 
intelligence, and it would be interesting to carry out a similar review in a year’s 
time to track any further trends in demand for this and other languages.

Languages continue to be used in customer or clien-facing roles, leading to a 
wide variety of languages specified in job advertisements. However, the strength 
of the EU trading, and possibly cultural, relationships leads to predominance 
of European languages in the job market, with some evidence of interest in 
the languages of the BRIC nations, as Russian holds firm in the top 10 and 
Portuguese moves into the top 10 most requested languages. The languages of 
future EU accession states, such as Turkish, are also specified more regularly 
than in previous LMI, although still in less than 1% of vacancies. It will be 
interesting to note if future labour market intelligence confirms the CBI’s 
predictions that these languages will increase in demand.

From a careers information perspective, the research provides useful data on 
which sectors are recruiting. It provides evidence of a range of recognisable roles 
available in finance, media, IT and education, enabling careers information to 
link languages to tangible job roles in areas such as banking, journalism and the 
games industry. This can translate into useful employability data and provide 
careers information for those learning or considering learning a language. 

The sectors used in this research are aligned more closely to those used in 
wider scale research, such as the National Employer Skills Survey, as it is 
intended that this will make the data more meaningful to individual sectors and 
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enable it to be included in LMI for other sectors where relevant. For instance, 
the finance sector may want to look at data on foreign language skills when 
it conducts its regular LMI review. For this reason, it is advisable to retain the 
present categories, as far as possible, in any future labour market intelligence.

The present research shows that it is important to review natural demand, such 
as job advertisements, in addition to employer surveys, where employers are 
prompted to give answers under certain headings. In this way, labour market 
intelligence can provide useful and credible information on employment 
prospects that can be used in the new student-led system. 

The research period was relatively short and incorporated the summer holiday 
period, therefore may not provide the most representative sample of the labour 
market. Where possible, labour market intelligence should be conducted over a 
longer period of time, to counteract short term dips in the market due to holiday 
periods, such as Christmas or summer.

It should preferably be conducted at the same time each year, to provide 
comparable evidence and ascertain employment trends.

Despite the above caveats, the present research provides an interesting and 
thought-provoking snapshot of the labour market for language skills across a 
specific period of time. 



Appendix three



Commentary on sources of  
data on numbers of language 
students in UK higher    
education

1. Data collected by the Higher education Statistics Agency (HeSA)

Reporting data to HESA is the responsibility of individual institutions. They 
may report up to three subjects, although not all do so. Data from a small 
number of institutions are excluded. Some institutions will report a student 
studying a language for 10% of their time, but others may not. Figures therefore 
include some but not all students of other disciplines undertaking some sort of 
language study. The following caveats apply to HESA data on languages:

•	 The category (R9) ‘Others in European languages, literature & related 
subjects’ is overused as some institutions report all their language students 
in this category. This means that a student who is studying French and 
German will be reported as having two language learning experiences if 
they are reported for French and German, but just one language learning 
experience if  they are reported under ‘Others’ (R9).

•	 Some languages do not have their own category. For example, Arabic and Per-
sian and possibly other languages too are categorised as ‘Middle Eastern Studies’.

•	 Linked to this, some students undertaking Area studies (e.g. Asian Stud-
ies, American Studies. Middle Eastern Studies etc.) and some categories of 
Combined Studies may not be studying a language at all. 

•	 Figures may not include Continuing Education students. The category  
‘Other undergraduate’ possibly contains continuing education students, but 
may include full-time undergraduates studying languages as a small part of 
their degree. 

•	 Non-accredited courses run by universities are not reported.

The HESA figures presented in this report come from two separate sources: 

a. the ‘full time equivalent’ statistics published by HEFCE, based on HESA 
data 

b. ‘headcount’ statistics obtained directly from HESA.

The HEFCE analysis cannot be used to show the number of individuals learning 
languages, because it rolls up single honours students with those undertaking 
combined degrees and or studying a languages for a smaller proportion of their 
time, as ‘full time equivalents’. 

Although on the one hand the numbers it shows are smaller than the actual 
number of individuals studying a language, on the other, the analysis over-
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estimates the proportion of linguists, who normally follow a 4 year course, in 
relation to first degree students in other disciplines who complete their course 
in 3 years.  

The HEFCE analysis has been used in Figures 36, 38, 39, 80 and 87 to show 
trends over time, the profile of those studying languages, and comparisons 
between proportions of languages students and those studying other 
disciplines.

The ‘headcount’ statistics obtained directly from HESA and used in Figures 37, 
56, 57, and 58 of this report, show the number of individual language learning 
experiences – a much more useful figure for considering the extent of supply. 
However, the data are still unsatisfactory in a number of ways:

•	 They do not distinguish between those studying single honours languages 
(i.e. for 100% of their time) and those taking a language for 75%, 50%, 
33% or 10% of their time.

•	 They  are still not an accurate reflection of the actual number of individu-
als who are studying languages, as those studying two languages will be 
counted twice and those studying three languages three times. The total 
number of ‘language learning experiences’ exceeds the number of actual 
students studying languages. However, this can be derived by subtracting 
from the total the number of students studying two or more languages.  By 
this calculation the total number of those studying languages (including 
both postgraduates and undergraduates)  drops from 53,711 individual 
learning experiences (in 2010/11) to 43,555 individuals. 

 2. Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS)

The report has also used data from the UK’s Universities and Colleges 
Admissions Service (UCAS – figures 40 and 41). This can provide data on 
which courses are in the highest demand (by looking at application to accept 
ratios), details about the socio-economic profile of students, school grades etc. 

However, UCAS data is not very reliable for tracking trends in individual 
languages. The subject data presented by UCAS is based upon the applicant’s 
‘primary choice’ as judged by UCAS staff and there is very little allowance for 
joint and combined honours combinations to be recorded. Where they are 
reported, it will be where the applicant has expressed no clear preference for a 
subject and there is therefore a preponderance of applications in the category 
‘Combinations of Languages with other subjects’ without any way of knowing 
what these combinations are. 

For individual languages ‘trends’ are extremely volatile, probably not because 
demand is volatile, but because classification practices vary year on year. This 
is especially the case of ‘less widely taught languages’. 

As each individual is only counted once, UCAS data provides a good overview 
of the total numbers who might be studying for a language degree in higher 
education. However, it cannot pick up the numbers of students who enrol on 
language courses in Institution-Wide Language programmes or those who 
change to or from languages on arrival. 
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3. Data from University Language Centres

Although some language study undertaken in University Language Centres is 
recorded in the HESA data, an unquantified proportion is not. Survey research 
carried out by the Association of University Language Centres has attempted to 
plug this gap. In 2007/8, the last year in which the survey was conducted, this 
identified a total of around 32,000 higher education students on unaccredited 
language courses outside their main studies (results based on 56 institutions 
surveyed in the UK). 

In 2010 and 2011, surveys were conducted of students from other disciplines 
taking language courses. Once again, the information provided refers to a group 
of students which overlap to some extent with the HESA records, but the survey 
also captures additional information about learners which fall outside the scope 
of HESA reporting. The information provided about the profile and motivations 
of learners is valuable, but not necessarily representative because of sample 
bias. 

John canning and teresa tinsley
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