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Curious about the effects of knowing a second language on income, I used data from 
the 2017 American Community Survey to analyze the economic advantages associated 
with bilingualism for adults 18-64 in Texas who reported an income and positive 
weeks worked in the year prior to the survey. Bilingualism is defined as speaking a 
language at home other than or in addition to English.

Multiple Linear Regression:

Ŷi= B0+ B1SCHLi + B2AGEPi + B3Bilingualsi + B4MARi + B5Femalei +B6Blacki + B7WKWi

Data taken from the 2017 American Community Survey for 122,844 individuals after 
restricting for individuals who reported an income and positive weeks worked. The 
expected effect for each variable is indicated in parentheses. 

Dependent Variable: Income (PINCP)

Independent Variables: 

• Education Attained (SCHL) reported as years in school completed. (+)

• Age (AGEP) in years. (+)

• Bilinguals: a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if self-reported as bilingual, zero 
otherwise. (+)

• Married (MAR): a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if currently married, zero 
otherwise. (+)

• Female: a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if female, zero otherwise. (-)

• Black: a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if self-reported as Black or African-
American, zero otherwise. (-)

• Weeks Worked (WKW): Number of weeks worked during the past 12 months. 
Numbers assigned were a mean of the range provided for each designated number 
in the PUMS data dictionary. These numbers were: 51, 48.5, 43.5, 33, 20, and 7. (+)

Only 20.08% of the individuals self-reported as bilinguals. The mean number of years 
in school is 18.24 meaning that the average individual had one year of college or less, 
but the range shows great variation in education. 

Also, 56.39% of the individuals reported they were married, 46.74% of the individuals 
were women, and 9.52% were black. This shows a skew of the data sample in favor of 
male, non-black, and married individuals.
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Data

Method

Bilinguals tend to lie on either 
extreme of education level 
depending on the foreign 
language known. They report 
the highest percentage of 
individuals with doctorate 
degrees and the least with a 
bachelor’s degree. 

Bilinguals earned an average of 
$48,071, while English 
monolinguals earned 13% more, 
$55,393. That is, bilinguals earned 
only 87 cents/dollar earned by 
monolinguals. The 13% gap in 
income between those with and 
without knowledge of a foreign 
language may be in part to English 
monolinguals having a higher 
average age or additional years of 
experience. 

This table breaks down the differences in the independent variables between English 
monolinguals and bilinguals. They are expanded upon below. 

Education attained (SCHL) demonstrates a positive effect on income and is statistically significant 
at the one percent level. In theory, the more knowledge an individual attains, the higher their 
cognitive ability and level of human capital. 

Second, the variable for females is associated with a negative coefficient that is also statistically 
significant at the one percent level. Females earn a predicted $24,244.55 less than males, on 
average, holding all other independent variables constant. This is due in part to societal norms 
leading to women’s “greater likelihood to reduce or leave paid work to care for children or adult 
family members and the combination of occupational segregation and lower median pay in 
occupations in which women make up a significant share of all workers employed” (United States 
Women's Bureau, 2017). 

Third, a similar pattern is found for the variable for black as it is also associated with a negative 
effect on income and is statistically significant at the one percent level. Holding all other 
explanatory variables, blacks, on average, earn $11,422.53 less than non-blacks.

Consistent with existing academic research, being bilingual proves to be of no economic advantage 
in the workplace in Texas. This may be a result of actual need, how well-known a language is, or 
level of English proficiency. Although being bilingual proposes several advantages in terms of 
human capital, it does not appear to make a significant impact in the workplace.

Initially, I had expected to find that bilingualism was positively associated with income, associating 
its human capital value with an economic advantage. However, after reviewing the literature and 
working with the data presented, I can say that the relationship between bilingualism and income 
is complex and not so straightforward. 

Bilingualism is associated with a negative coefficient reflecting that the data suggest bilinguals to 
experience a decrease of $5,228.87 in their income when compared to monolinguals, on average, 
holding all other explanatory variables constant. It is highly statistically significant at the one 
percent level. The data suggest that being bilingual is not beneficial in the workplace, “rather 
bilingual workers may be rewarded for the possession of unobservable human capital that 
correlates with, but is different from, the possession of bilingual skills” (Henley et al., 2005). All 
other variables held constant, individuals speaking a foreign language earn 13% less than English 
monolinguals. However, this statistic hides possible variation among different languages seeing 
that existing research notes that European language speakers do see an increased income (Saiz 
and Zoido, 2005). Lesser known languages tend to have a higher rate of return, as expected.

It is difficult to determine which specific factors contribute to variations in income seeing as the 
regression results report that given the explanatory variables, on average holding all other 
constant, only 21.28% of the variation in income could be explained by the model. Controlling for 
other explanatory variables demonstrates that bilinguals will, on average, earn $5,228.87 less than 
monolinguals. The impact of being bilingual does not result in a higher income in Texas, though it 
may vary depending on the language known in addition to English.

I ran multiple regressions defining both income and experience differently in order to 
determine which model best represented the data. This model has an adjusted R2 of 21.28% 
meaning that 21.28% of the variation in income could be explained by the independent 
variables as modeled. 

Only 20% of the data self-
reported as bilingual. Of those 
20%, 9% were female and 11% 
were male. 
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