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This paper analyzes the interaction between migrant networks and linguistic

distance in the location decisions of migrants to the European Union at the regional

level. We test the hypothesis that language and networks are substitutes in the

location decision. Based on individual level data and a random utility maximization

framework we find that networks have a positive effect on location decisions while

the effect of linguistic distance is, as expected, negative. We also find a positive

interaction effect between the two variables: networks are more important the

larger the linguistic distance between the home and host countries, and the

negative effect of linguistic distance is smaller the larger the network size.

Abstract

Introduction

Random utility model
 Migrant i from sending country s faces a set of alternative receiving regions K.

Utility of region 𝑟 ∈ 𝐾:

𝑢𝑖𝑠𝑟 = 𝑉𝑖𝑠𝑟 + 𝜀𝑖𝑠𝑟

= 𝛽1𝑁𝑒𝑡𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑘𝑠𝑟 + 𝛽2𝐿𝐷𝑠𝑟 + 𝛽3𝑁𝑒𝑡𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑘𝑠𝑟 × 𝐿𝐷𝑠𝑟 + 𝛾′𝑋𝑖𝑠𝑟 + 𝜀𝑖𝑠𝑟

 𝑋𝑖𝑠𝑟: control variables specific to i, s, r, and sr dyad
 Behavioral model: choose 𝑟 ∈ 𝐾 if and only if 𝑢𝑖𝑠𝑟 ≥ 𝑢𝑖𝑠𝑘 ∀ 𝑘 ∈ 𝐾
 Assuming 𝜀𝑖𝑠𝑟~𝑖. 𝑖. 𝑑. extreme value, probability that i chooses r can be

estimated by a Conditional Logit model (McFadden 1974):

Pr 𝑦𝑖𝑠𝑟 = 1 =
exp(𝑉𝑖𝑠𝑟)

σ𝑘=1
𝐾 𝑒𝑥𝑝(𝑉𝑖𝑠𝑘)

 Log-likelihood function largely similar to Poisson PPML estimation

Modeling Location Choice

Multilateral resistance
 PPML requires error terms to be cross-sectionally independent
 Violated if 𝑉𝑠𝑟 fails to include all relevant bilateral determinants or if observed

factors have heterogeneous impact across decision makers
 Multilateral resistance can be interpreted as a violation of independence of

irrelevant alternatives (IIA)

Further robustness check
 Relax IIA and model source of heterogeneity
 Estimate Mixed Random Parameters Logit model
 Results confirm the findings of the PPML estimation

Robustness Checks

 Networks and linguistic proximity are substitutes in migrants’ location choice
 Networks are more important when linguistic distance is high, and the negative

effect of linguistic distance is smaller when networks are large

Conclusion

Motivation
 Migrant networks (diasporas) are among the most important determinants of

international migration flows (e.g., Beine, Docquier & Özden 2011)
 Provide positive externalities for members of the same ethnic group that reduce

migration costs
 An emerging literature has identified language as another important factor for

migrants’ location decisions (e.g., Adsera & Pytlikova 2015)
 Acquiring a foreign language is easier if the native language is linguistically closer

to the language to be learned (Isphording & Otten 2014, Chiswick & Miller 2015)

Hypothesis
Networks and linguistic distance may be interdependent:
 Importance of migrant networks increases with linguistic distance
 Negative effect of linguistic distance decreases with the size of migrant networks

Research question
What is the role of network size and linguistic distance in the regional location
decision of migrants?

Contribution
I. Analyze the interaction between migrant networks and linguistic distance
II. Model the location decisions of immigrants to the EU at the regional level using

a large set of sending countries
III. Using a linguistic distance matrix for sending country-receiving region dyads (at

NUTS-2 level) to capture within-country variation in linguistic distance

Results

Special evaluation of 2007 European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS)
 Data represent about 7.4 million migrants
 156 sending countries, 200 receiving NUTS-2 regions  31,200 sr dyads

Linguistic distance
 Average phonetic similarity between most commonly spoken language in the 

sending country and in the receiving region (Isphording & Otten 2014)
 Based on the Levenshtein distance

Data

 Interaction effect both statistically and economically significant

Heterogeneous effects
 If LD=0, a one standard deviation increase in Network increases the probability

of migrating to that region by 19%.
 At the 90th-percentile of the LD distribution, a one standard deviation increase in

Network increases the probability of migrating to that region by 50%.

Table 1: PPML Estimation of Migration Flows to the EU

Table 2: PPML Estimation of Migration Flows – Robustness Checks


