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Chapter 1. The Spanish 
language and number of 
speakers 

• Over 450 million people speak Spanish worldwide. 

• Spanish is the second most spoken language in the world in terms of 
native speakers and the second largest language for international 
communication. 

• Due to demographic factors the percentage of the world population 
that speaks Spanish as a native language is growing, while the 
percentage of Chinese and English speakers is decreasing. 

• By 2030, 7.5% of the world population (535 million people) will 
speak Spanish. This percentage is significantly higher than that for 
Russian (2.2%), French (1.4%) and German (1.2%). By that time only 
Chinese native speakers will outnumber Spanish native speakers in 
the world. 

• In three or four generations' time, 10% of the world population will 
understand Spanish.  

• By 2050, the United States will have the largest Spanish-speaking 
population in the world.   

• Around 14 million students study Spanish as a foreign language.  

• English, French, Spanish and German, in this order, are the most 
studied foreign languages, according to data collected in 2005. 
Around 237,000 students travelled to Spain to learn Spanish in 
2007.  

• The popularity of the Spanish language is connected to the 
promotion of a top-quality international culture.  

• Instituto Cervantes registers a yearly growth rate of 21% in number 
of enrollments for Spanish courses.  
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1. Languages by millions of speakers 

An estimated 7000 languages are being spoken around the world, but only a few 
of them are used by most of the world population to communicate. Some 
languages, like Chinese, Spanish, Hindi and English, have a large number of 
native speakers. Other languages, such as French, Arabic or Portuguese, don’t  
have such a large demography but are widely spread around the world. Spanish 
is the second most spoken language as a native language 1.  

 

Table 1. Most spoken languages by number of native speakers 

LANGUAGE NUMBER OF SPEAKERS 

Chinese 1213 million 
Spanish 329 million 
English 328 million 
Arabic 221 million 
Hindi2 182 million 
Bengali 181 million 
Portuguese 178 million 
Russian 144 million 
Japanese 122 million 
 
Source: Ethnologue. Languages of the World. 16t Ed., 2009. 

2. Number of Spanish speakers 

According to Instituto Cervantes, Spanish is a language currently spoken by 450 
million people, either as a native, second or foreign language.  It is the second 
most natively- spoken language, as well as the second most important language 
for international communication.  

According to Valencia University Linguistics Professor, Ángel López, it is 
interesting to differentiate “hispanicity” from “hispanophony”. Hispanicity 
refers to those countries where Spanish is the native language and part of the 
cultural and ethnic identity of its inhabitants. On the other hand, the 
hispanophone territories are those where Spanish is not the mother tongue of 
the majority of their inhabitants, although they are relatively fluent in this 
language. This is the case for many parts of the United States 3. 

                                                 
1 Francisco Moreno Fernández and Jaime Otero Roth. Atlas de la lengua española en el mundo. Barcelona: Ariel -

Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 

2 This figure doesn’t include the 60.6 million native Urdu speakers.  
3 Enciclopedia del español en el mundo. Anuario del Instituto Cervantes. 2006 – 2007 
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Table 2. Population of Spanish speaking countries 

COUNTRY POPULATION 

Mexico 109,610,000 
Colombia 45,660,000 
Spain 44,900,000 
Argentina 40,280,000 
Peru 29,170,000 
Venezuela 28,580,000 
Chile 16,970,000 
Guatemala 14,030,000 
Ecuador 13,630,000 
Cuba 11,200,000 
Dominican Republic 10,900,000 
Bolivia 9,860,000 
Honduras 7,470,000 
Paraguay 6,350,000 
El Salvador 6,160,000 
Nicaragua 5,740,000 
Costa Rica 4,580,000 
Puerto Rico 3,980,000 
Panamá 3,450,000 
Uruguay 3,380,000 
Equatorial Guinea  680,000 
Total 416,580,000 
 
Source: El estado del mundo 2010. Madrid: Akal. 

Table 3. Spanish speakers in countries where Spanish is not the 
official language 

 

COUNTRY 1. NATIVE COMMAND  2. LIMITED COMMAND 

Andorra 42,000 25,000 
Argelia 300 48,000 
Netherlands Antilles 
(Bonaire and Curaçao)  126,000   
Aruba 75,000   
Australia 107,000 341,000 
Belize 107,000 22,000 
Brazil 410,000 96,000 
Canada 253,000 293,000 
United States  36,305,000 6,405,000 
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Philippines 439,000   
Guam (USA) 19,000   
Caiman Islands 2,000   
Virgin Islands (USA) 17,000   
Israel 90,000 85,000 
Iceland 700   
Jamaica 8,000   
Morocco 4,000 66,000 
Norway 12,500   
Russia 3,000   
Western Sahara   22,000 
Switzerland 86,000 25,000 
Trinidad and Tobago  4,000   
Turkey 400 8,000 
European Union (except Spain) 2,397,000 15,615,000 
Other countries 12,000 87,000 
Total 40,520,000 23,138,000 
 
Fuente: Official census of each country. 

The figures of current Spanish speakers Intituto Cervantes relies on, belong to 
official censuses carried out between 2000 and 2005, which means a rise for the 
year 2009-2010 can be predicted.  Therefore, Instituto Cervantes calculates that 
nowadays already over 450 million people speak Spanish, either as a native or 
foreign language. The estimated number of Spanish speakers by 2050 is 550 
million people4. 

 

Table 4.  Spanish speakers 

                                               SPANISH SPEAKING  NON-SPANISH SPEAKING  TOTAL     
COUNTRIES                    COUNTRIES 

Native command  359,461,000 40,520,000 399,981,000 
Limited command 1,860,000 23,138,000 24,998,000 
Students of Spanish as a Foreign Language     14,000,000 
Potential Users     438,979,000 
 
Source: Estimates by Instituto Cervantes, Foreign Residents’ Registers and other sources.   

                                                 
4 Ernesto Ríos. El español en los sistemas de información: perspectivas de futuro. Consejería de Agricultura, Pesca  y 

Alimentación. Representación Permanente de España ante la FAO y el PMA, 2003. FAO: Trabajando en cooperación. 

Madrid, 2003 http://www.fao.org/tc/tca/esp/pdf/Ernesto_R%C3%ADos.pdf  
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One of the fastest growing Spanish speaking communities is the American one.  
The Hispanic population is younger than the average in the United States. In 
2006, 33,8% of the Hispanic population was under 18 years of age, whereas only  
21,3% of white non-Hispanic Americans were under this age. The Hispanic 
population is currently the largest minority group in the United States and 
population growth forecasts predict it will maintain its position.   

Graph 1. Hispanic Population percentage 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  Selig Center for Economic Growth, Terry College of Business, The University of Georgia, July 2008 

One of the key factors in order to maintain and spread Spanish in the United 
States is the knowledge and use of the language within the Hispanic family. 
Being Hispanic doesn’t necessarily mean being able to speak Spanish. However, 
the two facts are highly correlated. Around 80% of the Hispanic families use 
Spanish to communicate to a greater or lesser extent.  

Table 5. Language spoken at home and English ability 

                                                                                                              TOTAL                HISPANIC 
POPULATION        POPULATION 

Only speak English at home 82.1 21.4 
Do not speak English at home  
and speak English “very well” 9.8 37.9 
Do not speak English at home 
and speak English less than “very well” 8.1 40.7 
 
Fuente: US Census Bureau. US Census Data 4 collected in 2000.  

 

Non-Hispanic Hispanic 
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3. Growth forecasts 

Data corresponding to the demographic evolution of the five most spoken 
languages in the world (i.e. Chinese, English, Spanish, Hindi and Arabic) 
between 1950 and 2050 show that, in relative terms, the proportion of Chinese 
and English speakers is decreasing due to global demographic trends. On the 
other hand, the number of both Spanish- and Hindi- speakers is increasing at a 
moderate but constant pace.  Arabic shows a higher relative growth5 rate despite 
being less commonly used.  

There are other projections like the one made by Britannica World Data, which 
estimates that by 2030 Spanish speakers will represent 7.5% of the world 
population (535 million). This figure is notably higher than those corresponding 
to Russian (2.2%), French (1.4%) and German (1.2%). By then, only the number 
of Chinese native speakers will exceed the number of Spanish native speakers in 
the world.     

If the trend does not change, within three or four generations 10% of the world 
population will communicate in Spanish. By 2050, the United States will be the 
largest Spanish speaking country in the world. According to estimates made by 
the US Census Bureau, 132.8 million inhabitants will be Hispanic by 2050, 
almost three times more than the current 46.7 million. This will represent 30% 
of the population, which means almost one in three American citizens will be 
Hispanic6. 

 

4. Number of students of Spanish 

English, French, Spanish and German, in this order, are the most studied 
languages as a foreign language according to the First Berlitz Report on the 
study of Spanish in the world (Primer informe Bertliz sobre el estudio del 
español en el mundo) written in 2005.  

                                                 
5 Francisco Moreno Fernández y Jaime Otero Roth. Atlas de la lengua española en el mundo. Barcelona: Ariel -

Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 

6 http://www.census.gov/Press-release/www/releases/archives/population/012496.html  
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Graph 2.  Most studied languages as foreign languages 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Primer Informe Berlitz sobre el estudio del español en el mundo (2005). 

Although no comparable, complete and universal data exist, it is estimated that 
at least 14 million students study Spanish as a foreign language. This is 
calculated by adding the number of current students of Spanish in 86 countries 
that do not have Spanish as an official language.  Figures refer to all levels of 
education–including non formal education- and only relate to available data in 
each of the countries.  Those data are not complete neither exhaustive and 
barely provide information on private education.  As a consequence, Instituto 
Cervantes calculated that the actual demand of Spanish is, at least, 25% higher 
than the data shown in the following tables7.  

 

Table 6 y graph 3. Approximate number of students of Spanish 
worldwide 

Africa 511,186 
Middle East 15,101 
Asia-Pacific 172,236 
America 7,099,664 
Europe 3,498,776 
Total 11,296,963 
Total estimated by IC 14,000,000 

                                                 
7 Francisco Moreno Fernández y Jaime Otero Roth. Atlas de la lengua española en el mundo. Barcelona: Ariel -

Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 

Other languages 9% 

 

Mandarin Chinese 2% 

 

Italian 2% 

 

German 5% 

 

Spanish 6% 

 

French 7% 

 

English 69% 
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Source: Enciclopedia del español en el mundo. Anuario del Instituto Cervantes 2006 – 2007.  

 

Partial indicators suggest that the demand for Spanish has increased in the last 
years. Within only one decade, in Brazil there will be around 30 million people 
speaking Spanish as a second language, according to estimates by the Brazilian 
Government.  The number of enrollments in Spanish courses at the Instituto 
Cervantes around the world multiplied by ten between 1993 and 2008 and the 
demand keeps growing.8 In the academic year 2007/2008 the number of 
enrollments was 21% higher than in the previous one.  

Gráfico 4. Evolution of enrollments at  
                 Instituto Cervantes 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graph made by IC based on data from Enciclopedia del Español en el Mundo. Anuario del Instituto Cervantes, 2006-
2007 and Memoria anual del Instituto Cervantes 2007/2008. 

                                                 
8 Francisco Moreno Fernández y Jaime Otero. Atlas de la lengua española en el mundo. Barcelona: Ariel - Fundación 

Telefónica, 2007.  

Europe 30.97% 

 

America 62.85% 

 

Asia Pacific 1.52% 

 

Middle East 0.1% 

 

Africa 4.54% 



 10 

 

Moreover, the Berlitz International Report on Education shows that the demand 
for Spanish at their language schools increased by 9.5% between 1989 and 
2004, lower than for Chinese (454.01%) and English (43.2%), but higher than 
the demand for Italian (-17.2%) , French (-17.2%) and German (-42.8%).   

On the other hand, DELE (Diplomas of Spanish as a Foreign Language) is the 
official accreditation of the degree of fluency of the Spanish Language, issued 
and recognised by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport of Spain. The 
DELE examination can be taken in over 100 countries9. During the academic 
year 2007/2008 the number of examination centres grew by 15%, from 470 to 
545 centres. Also significantly grew the number of candidates aspiring for the 
Diploma of Spanish as a Foreign Language, 45,095 candidates in contrast to 36, 
907 enrolled in the previous year. This means a growth of 22%10. 

 

Graph 5. Geographic distribution of DELE candidates 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Instituto Cervantes (www.cervantes.es). 

                                                 
9 Enciclopedia del español en el mundo. Anuario del Instituto Cervantes 2006 – 2007 

10 Instituto Cervantes Yearbook (Memoria anual  del Instituto Cervantes 2007/2008). 
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Table 7. Evolution of student enrollments for DELE examination and 
Instituto Cervantes courses 

 NUMBER OF ENROLLMENTS   NUMBER OF ENROLLMENTS         
FOR DELE                                                                                                        FOR DELE 

1994 22,000 10,000 
1995 25,000 11,000 
1996 31,000 12,500 
1997 41,000 18,000 
1998 47,000 19,000 
1999 6o,500 19,000 
2000 65,000 20,000 
2001 72,000 21,000 
2002 82,000 23,000 
2003 90,000 25,000 
2004 107,000 30,000 
2005 119,000 34,655 
2006 141,916 36,907 
2007 172,185 45,095 
 

Graph 6. Evolution of student enrollments for DELE examination 
and Instituto Cervantes courses 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graph made by IC based on data from the table providing information on number of enrollments included in Español en 
el Mundo. Anuario del Instituto Cervantes 2006-2007  and  Instituto Cervantes Yearbooks 2005/2006, 2006/2007 y 
2007/2008. 

Number of 
enrollments 

Number of 
enrollments for 
DELE 
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Chapter 2. Spanish in the 
European Union 

 

• Spanish is the fifth largest language in the European Union (EU) 
by number of native speakers. Some 9% of Europeans speak 
Spanish as their mother tongue.  

• Outside of Spain, more than 30 million European citizens speak 
Spanish. 

• Spain’s entry into the European Economic Community in 1986 
was a clear incentive for citizens from EC members to learn 
Spanish. 

• Spain hosts more Erasmus students than any other EU nation: 
17% of EU students who apply for this scholarship go to Spanish 
universities. 

• European citizens consider Spanish the fourth useful language in 
the EU, after English, French and German. 

• Spanish is one of the five official languages most used in 
community institutions. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The European Union consists of 27 members and has 23 official languages to 
guarantee clear communication between its institutions and its citizens. The 
position of Spanish within the EU is basically determined by three factors: its 
status as an official language, its large number of native speakers and its 
strength as a language of international communication beyond EU borders.  
 
 
Graphic 1. Main languages by percentage of native speakers - EU25  
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Source: Based on special Eurobarometer data, n. 64.3/243 (February 2006): “Europeans and their languages”. Brussels: 
European Commission. 
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_243_en.pdf  

 
 
Spanish is, with Polish, the fifth largest language in the EU by number of native 
speakers. This is a strong argument in favour of demanding a stronger presence 
for Spanish in translations of institutions’ documents and interpretation during 
multilingual meetings. However, it is the reputation of Spanish as a language of 
international communication that better explains why 6% of European citizens 
have decided to learn Spanish as a foreign language instead of other languages, 
such as Italian, which may have more native speakers within the EU. 
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Graphic 2. Main languages by percentage of non-native speakers - 
EU2511  
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Source: Based on special Eurobarometer data, n.  64.3 / 243 (February 2006): “Europeans and their languages”. 
Brussels: European Comission. 
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_243_en.pdf  

 
 
Finally, the official language status of Spanish means that other languages with 
the same percentage of non-native speakers, such as Russian, do not have an 
equal representation as Spanish in the institutional level of the EU. 
 

2. Spanish as a foreign language in the 
European Union  
 
Outside of Spain, more than two million people speak Spanish at the same level 
as a native speaker, and a further 28 million have a more limited ability12. 
Spain’s entry into the European Economic Community in 1986 was a clear 
incentive for citizens from EC members to learn Spanish as a foreign language. 
That is at least one conclusion we can draw from the upturn that Spanish 
experienced between 1976, when Spain was not yet a member of the EC, and 
1987, just a year after its entry as a full member of the 12-nation European 
Union. 
 

                                                 
11 Data referring to Italian and Polish have been included, in order to make an easier comparison between this graphic 

and the previous one. 
12 Francisco Moreno Fernández and Jaime Otero Roth. Atlas de la lengua española en el mundo. Barcelona: Ariel-

Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 
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Graphic 3. Development of Spanish as a foreign language 

 
 

Source: Based on Eurobarometers 28 (December 1987), 38 (September 1988), 34.2 (May 1991), 41 (1994), 44 (1996), 
47.2 (1997), 50 (1999), 52 (2000), 55.1 (August 2001), 55 (October 2001), 63.4/237 (September 2005), special 
Eurobarometer 54.1 (February 2001), special Eurobarometer 64.3/243 (February 2006) y en Abram De Swaan. Words 
of the World. Cambridge: Polity, 2001, p. 155. Eurobarometers publication dates are different from dates of field studies, 
which are on the graphic. 

 

 
Similarly, the prestige of Spanish as a foreign language has survived the EU 
expansion that, because of the national languages of new members, could have 
been detrimental to its status. That was the case in the 1995 expansion, when 
Austria, Finland and Sweden joined the EU. Their official languages do not 
belong to the same linguistic family as Spanish. With the 2004 expansion, the 
percentage of citizens speaking Spanish as a foreign language did not change, 
and even increased at the end of 2005. This data is especially surprising not 
only because one might have expected less interest in Spanish owing to the 
growth in official EU languages from 11 to 20, but also because the spread of 
Spanish as a foreign language is generally quite poor13 in the ten new member 
states. That is why there is a big difference in the perceived usefulness of 
Spanish among those countries that were EU members before the 2004 
expansion and those that joined later. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 Special Eurobarometer 64.3/243, p. 13. 
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Graphic 4. Languages considered most useful to personal and 
professional development 
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Source: Francisco Moreno Fernández, based on data from special Eurobarometer 64.3/243. 
 
Nevertheless, 16% of EU citizens consider Spanish as one of the most useful 
languages, apart from their mother tongue14. This means Spanish ranks fourth 
in the table of languages considered most useful at EU level. Moreover, this 
perception of Spanish as a useful language appears constant over time, as this 
figure has been 15% or higher since 1998. This is not the case with French, for 
example, which since 2001 has seen a considerable reduction in its perceived 
usefulness. 
 
 

Graphic 5. Development of languages considered most useful 
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Source: Based on Eurobarometers 50 (1999), 55 (2001) and special Eurobarometer 64.3/243 (2006).  
 
 
Although, in general, Spanish is considered the fourth useful language after 
English, French and German, there are countries where Spanish is rated the 

                                                 
14 Special Eurobarometer, n. 64.3/243 (February 2006): “Europeans and their languages”. Brussels: European 
Commission. 
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_243_en.pdf 
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second useful language. That is the case in France and the United Kingdom. 
Indeed, in the latter, Spanish has overtaken German since 2001, when 40% of 
UK citizens considered German the second most useful language. By 2005, 
however, Spanish was in second place with 34%, whereas German had 
decreased to 27%15. Spanish is also considered the third most useful language by 
citizens of German, Italy, Austria and Ireland. 
 

 
3. Spanish in education 
 
In European Union education systems, Spanish is generally taught in the second 
part of secondary school16, particularly within EU-15 countries. In most cases, 
the proportion of students who study Spanish is below 20% and, frequently, less 
than 10%. However, there are exceptions in some EU countries: Denmark 
(27.9%), France (62.4%) and Sweden (40.6%)17. Furthermore, the current trend 
seems to be of growing importance for Spanish in secondary schools. The 
percentage of students learning Spanish increased considerably for the 
academic year 2005-06 when compared to the academic year 2001-0218. 
 

Graphic 6. Percentage of students who are learning Spanish in 
general secondary school 

 

7.1 7.5

15 15.4

0

5

10

15

20

Academic year 2001-2 Academic year 2005-6

Second part of primary school and
f irst part of  secondary school

Second part of secondary school

 
 
Source: Based on Eurydice data. Cifras clave de la enseñanza de lenguas en los centros escolares de Europa. Madrid: 
Eurydice, 2005; and Eurydice. Key Data on Teaching Languages at School in Europe. Brussels: EACEA, 2008. 
 
 

                                                 
15 Special Eurobarometer, n.º 64.3 / 243 (February 2006): “Europeans and their languages”. Brussels: European 
Commission, p. 32. http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_243_en.pdf 
16 Regular age in this part of secondary is 15 or 16 years old. Look at Clasificación Internacional Normalizada de la 

Educación (CINE) 1997, p. 27. http://www.uis.unesco.org/TEMPLATE/pdf/isced/ISCED_E.pdf 
17 Eurydice. Key Data on Teaching Languages at School in Europe. Brussels: EACEA, 2008, p 69. 

http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/ressources/eurydice/pdf/0_integral/095EN.pdf 2008: 69. 
18 Eurydice. Cifras clave de la enseñanza de lenguas en los centros escolares de Europa. Madrid: Eurydice, 2005, p. 50 
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Graphic 7. Countries with greater presence of Spanish in general 
secondary school (%) 
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Source: Based on Eurydice data. Cifras clave de la enseñanza de lenguas en los centros escolares de Europa. Madrid: 
Eurydice, 2005; and Eurydice. Key Data on Teaching Languages at School in Europe. Brussels: EACEA, 2008. 
 
The position of Spanish in higher education presents a heterogeneous 
panorama. That is because demand for this language in higher education has 
more to do with students’ own preferences rather than the inflexibility of a set 
curriculum, as happens in secondary school. The most surprising data is related 
to the European Community Action Plan for Mobility of University Students, 
better known as Erasmus. Spain is the EU nation that hosts the most Erasmus 
students. As the students themselves say19, one of the main reasons for applying 
for these scholarships is to learn another language20. Taking this into account, 
the Spanish data demonstrates the huge interest this language holds among 
European students. 
 

Graphic 8. Main destinations of Erasmus students 
academic year 2007-08 - EU27 (%) 
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Source: Based on European Commission data. «Outgoing and incoming Erasmus student mobility for studies and 
placements combined in 2007/2008», 200921. 

                                                 
19 European Commission (2007d): “Mobility creates opportunities – European success stories”. Luxembourg: Official 

Publications Office of European Communities. Available on the Internet: 
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/publ/pdf/erasmus/mobility_en.pdf [Consulta: 19 marzo 2008] 

20 Richard H. Williams. European Union Spatial Policy and Planning. London: SAGE, 1996, p. 268. 
21 The total calculation includes four non-EU countries: Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Turkey. 
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Most Erasmus students who visit Spain come from the EU15. However, Spain is 
also the main host country for Polish students, demonstrating the increasing 
penetration of Spanish in Eastern Europe. In other countries, such as the United 
Kingdom, we can observe a trend towards consolidation of Spanish learning 
among university students to the detriment of other languages such as French 
and German that were traditionally more widespread. 
 

 
Table 1. Number of students in UK higher education studying official 

EU languages 
 

Academic year 1998-09 1999-00 2000-1 2001-02 % in 2001-02 
compared to 
1998-09 

French 13675 13015 12145 11075 - 19% 
German 5415 5115 4760 4475 - 17% 

Italian 2180 2230 2175 2115 - 3% 

Spanish 5005 4975 5075 5155 + 3% 
 
Source: Hilary Footitt. The National Languages Strategy in Higher Education. London: DfES, 2005, p. 9. 

 

 
4. Spanish in European institutions 
 
The EU linguistic regimen22 establishes that all official languages should have 
the same representation in community institutions but, in practice, there is a 
group of three languages that, for historic, demographic and political reasons, 
enjoy a privileged situation23. These are English, French and to a lesser extent, 
German, which are the most used languages in these institutions’ day-to-day 
work. Spanish is, with Italian, the fourth in this classification. Indeed, Spain and 
Italy have together requested on various occasions that linguistic coverage in 
meetings be increased from three languages to five in order to include Spanish 
and Italian24.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
22 Regulation no.1 of Council of Europe on the linguistic regimen of European Economic Community. Official bulletin n.° 

17 of 6 October 1958, pp. 0385–0386. 
23
 David Fernández Vítores. La Europa multilingüe: problemas y perspectivas en una Unión ampliada. Madrid: 
Fundamentos, 2010, p. 108. 

24 Peter A. Kraus. A Union of Diversity: Language, Identity and Polity-Building in Europe. New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008, p. 130. 
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Table 2 & Graphic 9. Use of languages at work among European 
Commission staff according to type of communication 

 
 English French German Spanish Italian Danish Greek Dutch Portuguese 

Internal spoken 47,1 38,3 5 3,2 2,9 1,3 0,3 1,1 0,8 

Internal written 49,1 45,4 2,1 1,2 0,6 0,1 0,5 0,4 0,5 

External written 54,6 35,4 4,8 1,2 1,7 0,6 0,5 0,4 0,4 
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Source: Carsten Quell. «Language choice in multilingual institutions: A case study at the European Commission with 
particular reference to the role of English, French and German as working languages». Multilingua n.º 16 (1), 1997, 57-
76. 
 

 
In some specialist EU agencies, this wider linguistic regimen is not only common 

institutional practice, it is also recognised as a right.  

 

This increased linguistic regimen in some EU specialised agencies not only is it a 

common institutional practice but also it is recognised like right. That is the case with 

OHIM, the EU Office for Harmonisation in the Internal Market. Its internal rules 

recognise five working languages: Spanish, Germany, French, English and Italian25. 

Nevertheless, the general trend is to restrict where possible the number of languages in 

community institutions, thus preventing multi-linguism from acting as a brake on their 

operations26. At first this restriction would appear detrimental to Spanish, at least at an 

institutional level. However, it is likely that many European citizens who are currently 

focused on learning German, Italian, and even French, will redirect their attention 

towards learning Spanish, a language that has a stronger global presence and is 

therefore more useful to them when communicating beyond the EU’s borders. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25 Regulation (CE) n.° 40/94 of the Council of 20 December 1993 about the community brand, article 115. DO CE n° L 11 

de 14.1.1994, p. 1. 
2626

 David Fernández Vítores. La Europa multilingüe: problemas y perspectivas en una Unión ampliada. Madrid: 
Fundamentos, 2010, p. 176. 
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Chapter 3. The Spanish 
Language and Science 
• Spanish is an essential instrument for the dissemination of the 
results of scientific studies related to Hispanism and to Latin 
America.  

• Spain occupies tenth place in the world classification of scientific 
production.  

• In the citation classification, Spain is in eleventh place, having 
passed Sweden in 2004.  

• Spain presents a scientific specialization index superior to the 
world average in space science, agricultural science, mathematics, 
physics, engineering and clinical medicine.  

• Currently, the number of Spanish-language journals included in 
the ISSN data base comprises 4.4% of the total, which indicates 
that, in absolute terms, this has increased by 75% since 2001. 

• The number of Spanish Social Sciences journals included in the 
Journal Citation Report (JCR) has quintupled since 1998. This is 
the most widely used index by which to judge the quality of a 
serial publication in the scientific sphere. 
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1. Scientific dissemination in Spanish 
 
The international profile enjoyed by Spanish literature, music and painting is 
not shared in the sphere of science27. Fundamentally, this is due to the fact that 
current advances in the field of scientific and technical research are 
communicated in English28, which is the most widely used working language 
among the scientific community29. This situation seems logical if it is 
acknowledged that a language’s level of penetration as a tool for disseminating 
the results of research is closely related to the prestige enjoyed by the scientific 
culture that employs that language30. In this sense, even though in recent years 
Spanish science has managed to improve upon previously unfavourable 
development indicators, it is still far from occupying one of the leading places in 
the international scientific  hierarchy31. Without doubt, this fact, which is even 
more marked among the rest of those countries that have a majority Spanish-
speaking population, determines the position of Spanish as a language for the 
communication of scientific knowledge. Consequently, it is not surprising that 
scientific and technical Spanish is relegated to a lowly position in the 
international sphere32. 
 
In spite of the fact that science, especially experimental science, has adopted 
English as its lingua franca, there are some disciplines in which, due to their 
thematic nature, the exclusive use of that language is not advised. These are, for 
example, those in which language itself is the object of study or those in which 
documentary sources are drafted in a particular linguistic framework. So, in the 
case of studies on Hispanism or on Latin America, Spanish is an essential 
instrument for the dissemination of the results of research among specialists in 
the field 33.  
 

 
2. Scientific production in Spain and in 
the world 
 
According to data published by Thomson Scientific, which include the most 
widely used data bases in the sphere of bibliometric and science metric studies, 
Spanish scientific  production indexed in its Web of Knowledge amounted to 
                                                 
27 Luis M. Plaza and María Bordons. «Proyección internacional de la lengua española». Enciclopedia del español en el 
mundo. Anuario del Instituto Cervantes 2006-2007, Madrid: Instituto Cervantes; Barcelona: Plaza & Janés, Círculo de 
Lectores, pp. 547-567. 
28Lucila Pagliai. «La situación del español en la ciencia y la tecnología». In: I Congreso Internacional de la Lengua 

Española, Zacatecas (Mexico) 1997. 
29 Luis M. Plaza and María Bordons. «Proyección internacional de la lengua española». Enciclopedia del español en el 

mundo. Anuario del Instituto Cervantes 2006-2007, Madrid: Instituto Cervantes; Barcelona: Plaza & Janés, Círculo 
de Lectores, pp. 547-567. 

30 Lucila Pagliai. «La situación del español en la ciencia y la tecnología». In: I Congreso Internacional de la Lengua 
Española, Zacatecas (Mexico) 1997. 

31 José Antonio López Cerezo and José Manuel Sánchez Ron (eds.). Ciencia, tecnología, sociedad y cultura en el cambio 
de siglo. Madrid: Biblioteca Nueva, 2001. 

32 Verónica Vivanco Cervero. «Prólogo». El español, lengua para la ciencia y la tecnología: presente y perspectivas de 
futuro. Instituto Cervantes; Santillana, 2009, pp 11-16. 

33 Luis Plaza Gómez, Begoña Granadino Goenechea and M.ª José Arias-Salgado Rosby. «Las revistas científicas editadas 
en lengua española: su misión actual y sus perspectivas como instrumento para la difusión internacional de la 
ciencia». El español, lengua para la ciencia y la tecnología: presente y perspectivas de futuro. Instituto Cervantes; 
Santillana, 2009, pp 11-16. 
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more than 41,000 documents in 2006, which indicates an increase of about 10% 
with respect to 2005. From the beginning of the nineties until 2004, Spain 
easily doubled its production with an average annual rate of almost 9%34. Its 
percentage contribution to the global total in 2004 was 2.65%. In 2005 it 
reached 2.71% and in 2006 almost 3%. These figures place Spain in tenth place 
in the world rankings for scientific production.  
 
 

Table 1. Classification of the 20 leading countries by scientific 
production – total aggregated production  

January 1997 – August 2007  
 

Place COUNTRY DOCUMENTS 

1 USA 2.864.275  

2 JAPAN 777.992  

3 GERMANY 738.067  

4 UK 653.177  

5 FRANCE 529.636  

6 CHINA 471.890  

7 CANADA 393.143  

8 ITALY 371.205  

9 RUSSIA 275.945  

10 SPAIN 270.139  

11 AUSTRALIA 249.892  

12 HOLLAND 220.881  

13 INDIA 215.847  

14 SOUTH KOREA 192.361  

15 SWEDEN 168.574  

16 SWITZERLAND 159.667  

17 BRAZIL 137.159  

18 TAIWAN 130.281  

19 POLAND 121.061  

20 BELGIUM 118.411  

 
Source: Essential Science Indicators from the November 1, 2007 update covering a ten-year plus eight-month period, 
January 1997 - August 31, 2007. http://www.in-cites.com/countries/2007allfields.html 

 

                                                 
34 Félix de Moya Anegón (dir.). Indicadores bibliométricos de la actividad científica española 2002-2006. Madrid: 

FECYT, 2008. 
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In the citation classification, Spain occupies eleventh place, after passing Sweden in 
2004. Furthermore, among the 20 most productive countries, in 2006 Spain was 
in thirteenth place in citations per document35. Nevertheless, in the world 
classification, Spain received an average of 8.32% quotations per document in 
2007, which puts it outside of the leading 20 countries in this field.  Overall, this 
position represents a significant advance with regard to previous years.   
 
Table 2. Classification of the 20 leading countries by documents cited 

– total no. of citations January 1997 – August 2007  
 

Place Country Citations 

1 USA 39,027,838  

2 UK 7,955,521  

3 GERMANY 7,935,567  

4 JAPAN 6,612,826  

5 FRANCE 5,414,557  

6 CANADA 4,377,986  

7 ITALY 3,594,444  

8 HOLLAND 2,837,971  

9 AUSTRALIA 2,442,466  

10 SWITZERLAND 2,285,847  

11 SPAIN 2,248,541  

12 SWEDEN 2,053,237  

13 CHINA 1,894,810  

14 BELGIUM 1,295,296  

15 SCOTLAND 1,286,716  

16 DENMARK 1,129,465  

17 ISRAEL 1,098,417  

18 RUSSIA 1,057,928  

19 SOUTH KOREA 1,005,008  

20 FINLAND 948,501  

 
Source: Essential Science Indicators from the November 1, 2007 update covering a ten-year plus eight-month period, 
January 1997 - August 31, 2007. http://www.in-cites.com/countries/2007allfields.html 

 
Regarding the thematic distribution of scientific production, Spain presents a 
scientific specialization index superior to the world average in seven of the 

                                                 
35 Félix de Moya Anegón (dir.). Indicadores bibliométricos de la actividad científica española 2002-2006. Madrid: 

FECYT, 2008. 
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twenty-four Thematic Areas defined by the Agencia Nacional de Evaluación y 
Prospectiva36 [National Agency for Evaluation and Future Planning]. Between 
2002 and 2006, Thomson Scientific indexed 132,123 documents in which at 
least one author resident in Spain appeared. Among these, the highest 
percentage corresponded to specialized journals in the fields of space science, 
followed by agricultural science and mathematics. As can be seen in the right-
hand column of Table 3, the relative impact of Spain in the area of space science 
was 4% higher than the world average (7.85 citations per document in Spain 
against 7.53 citations in the rest of the world). Furthermore, the impact of 
Spanish research was greater than the world average in other fields, especially 
in physics (26% above the world average), agricultural science (10%), 
engineering (8%) and clinical medicine (6%). 
 
Table 3. Thematic distribution and international visibility of Spanish 

scientific production  
 

     Field 

Percentage of 
documents  
from Spain, 
2002-06 

Relative 
impact 

compared 
with the world 

Space Science 6.14 +4 
Agricultural Science 6.11 +10 
Mathematics 4.88 -7 
Microbiology 4.63 -19 
Chemistry 4.28 +4 
Zoology and Botany 4.17 +1 
Ecology and Environment 3.87 -6 
Economics and Business 3.50 -37 

**<--  Total percentage for Spain, all fields: 3.25 -->** 
Physics  3.21 +26 
Biology and Biochemistry 3.09 -22 
Materials Science 2.97 +5 
Pharmacology 2.95 -15 
Neuroscience and Behaviour  2.93 -13 
Engineering  2.87 +8 
Computer Science 2.80 -19 
Immunology 2.80 -21 
Molecular Biology  2.80 -17 
Geoscience  2.78 -10 
Clinical Medicine 2.65 +6 
Psychology and Psychiatry 2.15 -29 
Social Sciences 1.11 -5 

 
Source: «Science in Spain, 2002-06». National Science Indicators, 1981-2006. Thompson Scientific. http://www.in-
cites.com/research/2007/september_3_2007-2.html 

                                                 
36 Ministry of Science and Innovation. Agencia Nacional de Evaluación y Prospectiva (ANEP). 
http://www.micinn.es/portal/site/MICINN/menuitem.29451c2ac1391f1febebed1001432ea0/?vgnextoid=3cb39bc1fccf4

210VgnVCM1000001d04140aRCRD 
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In the period 2005-2006, the most specialized areas were agro food science, 
vegetable biology, mathematics, chemistry and computer science. They all 
presented visibility indexes above the world average, with the exception of the 
last, which had lost visibility with respect to 2004. Physics and space science 
lost in specialization but gained in visibility. Other areas with significant 
visibility are chemical technology, materials science, physiology and 
pharmacology and mechanical engineering, although they do not reach the 
world average production level37. 
 

 
3. Scientific journals in Spanish 
 
In spite of the fact that the presence of Spanish as an instrument for scientific 
communication is minimal on the world scale, the number of journals (not only 
scientific) edited in Spanish has shown a significant increase during the past 
decade38. Furthermore, the increase in the number of journals in Spanish has 
been greater than the increase in the number of scientific journals on the global, 
as well as the national, scale. This fact reflects the increased contribution that 
Latin America has made in the last few years in the sphere of serials publication 
with respect to Spain and the rest of the world. Currently, the numbers of 
journals in Spanish included in the ISSN data base comprises 4.4% of the total, 
which means that, in absolute terms, it has grown by more than 75% since 2001.  
 
Graph 1. Increase in the no. of Spanish journals and journals in 
Spanish 2001-2009  
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Source: Drafted on the basis of data obtained from ISSN International Center. http://www.issn.org/2-22640-
Statistics.php 

 
 

                                                 
37 Félix de Moya Anegón (dir.). Indicadores bibliométricos de la actividad científica española 2002-2006. Madrid: 

FECYT, 2008. 
38 Luis Plaza Gómez, Begoña Granadino Goenechea and M.ª José Arias-Salgado Rosby. «Las revistas científicas editadas 

en lengua española: su misión actual y sus perspectivas como instrumento para la difusión internacional de la 
ciencia». El español, lengua para la ciencia y la tecnología: presente y perspectivas de futuro. Instituto Cervantes; 
Santillana, 2009, pp. 11-16. 
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Table 4. Journals recorded by countries with a national ISSN centre  
 

Total number of 
journals/p.a. 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

In all languages 1037156 1072023 1125507 1158177 1227057 1284413 1345719 1413942 1489773 

In Spanish 
 

37064 
(3.5%) 

39782 
(3.7%) 

41859 
(3.7%) 

43850 
(3.5%) 

48222 
(3.9%) 

51112 
(3.9%) 

54939 
(4%) 

62904 
(4.4%) 

65061 
(4.4%) 

Spanish journals 
 
 

18876 
(1.81%) 

 

21309 
(1.98%) 

 

22576 
(2%) 

 

24382 
(2.1%) 

 

26303 
(2.1%) 

 

27851 
(2.1%) 

 

30338 
(2.2%) 

 

31826 
(2.2%) 

 

33093 
(2.2%) 

 
 
Source: Drafted on the basis of data obtained from ISSN International Center. http://www.issn.org/2-22640-
Statistics.php and in Luis Plaza Gómez, Begoña Granadino Goenechea and M.ª José Arias-Salgado Rosby. «Las revistas 
científicas editadas en lengua española: su misión actual y sus perspectivas como instrumento para la difusión 
internacional de la ciencia». El español, lengua para la ciencia y la tecnología: presente y perspectivas de futuro. 
Instituto Cervantes; Santillana, 2009, pp. 11-16. 

 
Regarding the thematic distribution of scientific journals in Spanish, the 
Latindex Directory, whose purpose is to collect and disseminate bibliographical 
information relating to serial scientific publications produced in Latin America, 
offers a fairly reliable picture of current reality, given that its documentary 
sources cover more than 23,600 publications. According to the Directory, 
scientific production in Spanish is distributed among six major thematic areas: 
Social Sciences, medical science, arts and humanities, exact and natural 
sciences, engineering science and agricultural science.  
 
Graph 2. Thematic areas of the journals recorded in the Latindex 
Directory – data for February 2010  
 

 
 
Source: Drafted on the basis of data obtained from the Directorio Latindex. 
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4. International visibility and the impact 
of scientific journals in Spanish  
 
The visibility and significance achieved by a serial scientific publication at the 
international level is usually reflected in its inclusion or not in certain 
bibliometric data bases. In this sense, titles included in the ISI-Thomson data 
base are characterized by having achieved high visibility in the world scientific 
sphere. In 2008, the number of Spanish journals included in this index (53 in 
total) was very minor compared to the total number of publications recorded    
(8605), as this represents 0.62% of all journals included. Nevertheless, the rate 
of increase of this number is far superior to that of the total number of journals 
included in the index39. This is confirmed in the two areas  into which the report 
entitled Journal Citation Report (JCR) is divided: experimental sciences and 
Social Science. The percentage of Spanish journals included in the JCR 
increased by 68.2% in the period between 1998 and 2008, in the case of the 
experimental sciences, and by 433% in the case of the Social Science, in contrast 
with the 18% and 21%, respectively, recorded in the total number of journals 
included. Furthermore, in the ambit of Social Science this spectacular increase 
was produced in a very short period of time: 2007-08. 
 
Table 5. Spanish journals included in Journal Citation Report 
 

 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Experimental Sciences 22 26 28 26 26 29 29 30 30 35 37 

Social Science 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 8 16 

 
Fuente: elaboración propia a partir de datos obtenidos en ISI Web of Knowledge. Journal Citations Report. 
 
Gráaph 3. Evolution of the number of Spanish journals included in 
Journal Citation Report 

 
Source: Drafted on the basis of data obtained from ISI Web of Knowledge. Journal Citations Report. 

 
Currently, one of the criteria taken into account to judge the quality of a 
scientific article is the impact index of the journal in which it appears. The 
                                                 
39 ISI Web of Knowledge. Journal Citations Report. 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

19981999200020012002200320042005200620072008

Experimental Sciences

Social Sciences



 29 

impact factor of a journal is a parameter published annually by the Institute for 
Scientific Information (ISI), based on the number of times that on average an 
article published in a specific journal is cited. It is, therefore, a measure of a 
journal’s importance; this being understood as the importance that the 
international scientific community attributes to it40. The impact factor is 
included in function of a period of two years. Thus, the impact factor in 2009 of 
a specific journal can be calculated using the following formula:    

• A = number of times that the source journals of the ISI have cited during 
2009 articles published in journal X in the period 2007-08.  

• B = number of articles published by journal X in the period 2007-08.  
• Impact factor of journal X in 2009 = A/B 

 
In its Journal Citation Report (JCR), ISI publishes each year the impact factor 
of the journals included in its data base. This data is used as an indirect 
indicator of the quality of the journal. The Journal Citation Report provides, in 
this way, the necessary tools for the evaluation, categorization and comparison 
of journals and has an enormous influence on the prestige that international 
researchers attribute to a determined publication.  
 
Table 6. Impact factors of Spanish journals in the Institute for 
Scientific Information. Years 2000, 2005 y 2007  
 

2000: range (0.152-1.960) 

2005: range (0.194-2.159) 

 

Experimental Sciences 

2007: range (0.177-3.714) 

2000: range (0.200-0.400) 

2005: range (0.018-0.870) 

 

Social Sciences 

2007: range (0.072-2.946) 

 
Source: Luis Plaza Gómez, Begoña Granadino Goenechea and M.ª José Arias-Salgado Rosby. «Las revistas científicas 
editadas en lengua española: su misión actual y sus perspectivas como instrumento para la difusión internacional de la 
ciencia». El español, lengua para la ciencia y la tecnología: presente y perspectivas de futuro. Instituto Cervantes; 
Santillana, 2009, pp. 11-16. 
 
The impact factors of Spanish journals published in Spanish do not show a 
differential growth pattern with respect to those journals published in English 
or that are multilingual41. Nevertheless, in spite of the low number of Spanish 
journals included in JCR, those corresponding to the experimental sciences 
have not only increased the breadth of the range of impact factors, but the 
maximum value of the said index has increased42. In the sphere of the social 
sciences, the maximum value of the impact factor achieved has also undergone a 
significant increase. Nevertheless, not all of these journals are published in 
Spanish. 
                                                 
40 Luis Plaza Gómez, Begoña Granadino Goenechea and  M.ª José Arias-Salgado Rosby. «Las revistas científicas 

editadas en lengua española: su misión actual y sus perspectivas como instrumento para la difusión internacional de 
la ciencia». El español, lengua para la ciencia y la tecnología: presente y perspectivas de futuro. Instituto 
Cervantes; Santillana, 2009, pp. 11-16. 

41 Luis Plaza Gómez, Begoña Granadino Goenechea and M.ª José Arias-Salgado Rosby. «Las revistas científicas editadas 
en lengua española: su misión actual y sus perspectivas como instrumento para la difusión internacional de la 
ciencia». El español, lengua para la ciencia y la tecnología: presente y perspectivas de futuro. Instituto Cervantes; 
Santillana, 2009, pp. 11-16. 

42 Ib. 
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Chapter 4. The economic 
weight of Spanish 

• Sharing Spanish as a common language increases bilateral trade 
between Spanish-speaking countries by 290%. 

• Spanish publishing companies have 162 affiliates in 28 different 
countries, with over 80% of these in Latin America. This proves 
the importance of sharing a common language when investing in 
third countries.  

• North America (Mexico, United States and Canada) and Spain 
tally 78% of the Spanish-speaking community’s purchasing power. 

• US Hispanics are the immigrant group that most strives to pass on 
their language to subsequent generations and the group that 
attracts most adoptive speakers. 

• Since 2007, Hispanics top all North American minority groups, 
even African Americans, for purchasing power.  

• Hispanic companies grew 31% between 1997 and 2002, as 
opposed to the average 10% growth registered by North American 
companies. 

• The number of language edu-tourists that visit Spain has 
increased by 137.6% from 2000 to 2007. 

• At present, Spanish stands for better economic perspectives for 
bilingual speakers who are fluent in the language. 
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1. The economic importance of languages  

“The enemy of the Spanish language is not English, but poverty.” Antonio 
Muñoz Molina spoke these words during his inaugural speech for the “IV 
Congreso Internacional de la Lengua Española” (4th International Conference 
on the Spanish Language) and they have come to symbolize the strong bond 
that links language and economy.  

From an economic perspective, language is an essential component of a 
community’s human and social capital43. In fact, an estimated 15% of a State’s 
gross domestic product (GDP) is linked to language44. Consequently, from an 
economic perspective, the weight and potential of a language is closely 
connected to the macroeconomic indices of the countries where it is spoken 
officially. 

With regard to Spanish, it is important to include the GDP corresponding to the 
US Hispanic community, which amounts to 48.5 trillion dollars according to 
GDP figures released by the World Bank in 2006. Nevertheless, the sum seems 
conservative since it only allocates the US Hispanic community 8.7% of the 
GDP, in other words, a 4.5 billion dollar purchasing power. However, Juan 
Carlos Jiménez estimates that, at the time, the US Hispanic purchasing power 
amounted to at least 9.2%, given that the official figure did not include other 
factors, like the 10 million undocumented Hispanics that there were at the 
time45. 

Two thirds of the GDP with ties to the Spanish language is generated in two 
main areas. On the one hand, North America (Mexico, United States and 
Canada) and, on the other, the European Union. Both regions tally 78% of the 
purchasing power of the Spanish-speakers in the world, whereas the almost 200 
million Spanish-speakers in Latin America barely contribute 22% of the total. 

 

2. How to assess a language’s economic weight 

Economists have established that language has at least three economic 
functions: language as a market; language as a support for communication and 
creation; and language as a tool for business. 

 

 

 

                                                 
43 Francisco Moreno Fernández and Jaime Otero Roth. Atlas de la lengua española en el mundo. Barcelona: Ariel - 

Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 

44 Ángel Martín Mauricio & coll. El valor económico de la lengua español. Madrid: Espasa-Calpe,  2003 

45 Juan Carlos Jiménez. “El poder de compra del español en el mundo”. Revista de Occidente, no. 335 (2009). 
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Language as a market 

Language as a market refers to language teaching and associated commercial 
activities, such as linguistic services, Spanish as a foreign language, publications 
for teaching Spanish and language technologies (development of IT resources 
and tools used to learn Spanish)46. 

 

Language tourism 

The tourist sector placed income from language tourism in Spain at 462.5 million 
Euros in 2007. The 237,600 students that travelled to Spain that year spent 176.5 
million Euros on Spanish courses, 86% of which went to private language centers 
and the rest to universities. The number of language edu-tourists that visit Spain 
has increased by 137.6% from 2000 to 200747. 

 

Language as a support for communication and creation 

Language as a support for communication and creation plays a pivotal role in 
the cultural sector, which has gained importance in international economy with 
the development of cultural industries: literature, theatre, cinema, music, 
media, scientific and intellectual production and education. 

 

The publishing sector 

Publishing is an economic sector that takes language as its raw material. Spain 
produces as many titles a year as the rest of the Latin American countries together, 
and the Spanish publishing sector occupies the fourth place in the world. The 
sector experiences a substantial part of its annual sales in foreign markets, with 
France standing out among the European destinations and Mexico among the 
Latin Americans48. 

The internationalization of publishing houses through direct investments has 
appeared to be a superior form of external projection, partially making up for 
commercial exchanges and publishing exports. Spanish publishing companies 
have 162 affiliates in 28 different countries, with over 80% of these in Latin 
America. This proves the importance of sharing a common language when 
investing in third countries49. 

 

                                                 
46 José Luis García Delgado, José Antonio Alonso and Juan Carlos Jiménez. Economía del Español. Una introducción. 

Barcelona: Ariel - Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 

47 Spanish Tourism Institute. Turismo Idiomático. October 2008. www.tourspain.es 

48 José Luis García Delgado, José Antonio Alonso and Juan Carlos Jiménez. Economía del Español. Una introducción. 

Barcelona: Ariel - Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 

49 Economía del Español. Una introducción. José Luis García Delgado, José Antonio Alonso and Juan Carlos Jiménez. 

Editorial Ariel. Colección Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 



 33 

Language as a tool for business  

In terms of trade relationships, language and culture facilitate international 
investments. This factor cuts transaction costs (training, information and 
negotiation) and reduces the psychological distance between economic 
stakeholders.  

 

3. Factors that determine a language’s economic 
power  

A language’s economic relevance is measured by different factors, such as the 
number of speakers, the geographic expansion, the number of countries where it 
is the official language, the inhabitants’ human development index (which 
combines educational level, life expectancy and per capita income), the trade 
capacity of the countries where it is the official language, the literary or scientific 
tradition and its role in multilateral diplomacy. At present, English tops the 
charts in terms of all these criteria.  

The number of speakers, the speakers’ purchasing power and the language’s 
international character are the three main factors that Juan Carlos Jiménez 
underlines to establish the economic power of one language over another50.  

Spanish is one of the five top languages in the world in terms of the number of 
speakers, the number of countries where it is official and its geographic 
expansion51. The value of belonging to the same linguistic group increases with 
the number of speakers, since it increases transaction and exchange 
possibilities. Therefore, demography is the first factor that a language’s 
economic power depends on.  

The second factor on the table is the speakers’ per capita income, since the 
purchasing power of the speakers is what multiplies exchanges and 
transactions.  

The third factor, the international character, is measured considering factors 
such as its influence in international trade and the number of people studying 
the language. A study undertaken by Jiménez and Narbona on language as an 
essential determining factor for bilateral trade concludes that a common 
language multiplies trade between the countries where it is spoken by 190%. Of 
the 51 countries under study, 11 have Spanish as their official language52. 

Sharing Spanish as a common language increases bilateral trade by almost 
290% and sharing English by 240%. Both cases exceed the generic variable 
“common language” by far, which reveals the commercial importance of both 

                                                 
50 Juan Carlos Jiménez. “El poder de compra del español en el mundo”. Revista de Occidente, no. 335 (2009). 
51 Francisco Moreno Fernández and Jaime Otero Roth. Atlas de la lengua española en el mundo. Barcelona: Ariel - 

Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 

52 Juan Carlos Jiménez. “El poder de compra del español en el mundo”. Revista de Occidente, no. 335 (2009). 
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languages. The common language variable is more important to explain 
bilateral trade between Spanish-speaking countries than between English-
speaking nations.  

The Atlas de la lengua española en el mundo points out several characteristics 
of Spanish as an international language that could explain this conclusion:  

Spanish is a homogeneous language. 

Spanish is a geographically compact language: most Spanish-speaking countries 
are located in adjacent territories. 

The Hispanic territory has a very high communicability index. 

Spanish has an official and vehicular nature in 21 countries in the world. 

Spanish is a developing language. 

Spanish is the language of an international culture. 

4. The economy of the Spanish-speaking 
community in the United States 

In the United States, the Hispanic community has an extraordinary 
demographic vitality which is geographically concentrated in the world’s leading 
economic power. It is virtually the tenth economy in the world and the second, 
behind Spain, in the Hispanic area53. Since 2007, Hispanics top all North 
American minority groups, even African Americans, for purchasing power. 
Furthermore, their purchasing power has developed a lot faster than African 
Americans’ and Asians’54. In 2008, Hispanic purchasing power amounted to 
8.9% of the country, 951,000 million dollars, and in 2013 it will reach 1.4 billion 
dollars. In states like New Mexico, the purchasing power has already reached 
30.9% and in states with a strong economic and political importance, such as 
Texas, California and Florida, it ranges between 15.4 and 20.1% of the total55. 

 Table 1 and chart 1.  Hispanic purchasing power in the United States 
(%) 

 1990 2000 2008 2013 

Hispanic 5.0 6.8 8.9 9.9 
Non Hispanic  95.0 93.2 91.1 90.1 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 

                                                 
53 Idem 

54 The Multicultural Economy. Selig Center for Economic Growth. Terry College of Business. Universidad de Georgia, 

2008. 

55 Idem 
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Source: Selig Center for Economic Growth, Terry College of Business, The University of Georgia, July 2008 

The director of the Selig Center, Jeffrey M. Humphreys, also notes that Hispanic 
consumer patterns help determine the success or flop of many products and 
services designed for the younger population. This is due to the characteristics 
of the emerging Hispanic market, which is continuously mounting in 
importance. The Hispanic population is younger than the US median. In 2006, 
33.8% were under 18 years old, as opposed to 21.3% of the non-Hispanic white 
population. Hispanic companies grew 31% between 1997 and 2002, as opposed 
to the average 10% growth registered by North American companies, and the 
educational level of Spanish-speakers is clearly and continuously mounting. All 
these factors combine to increase the US Hispanic market’s importance, given 
the trend that reveals its growing access to the middle class of the world’s 
leading economic power56. 

US Hispanics are the immigrant group that most strives to pass on their 
language to subsequent generations and the group that attracts most adoptive 
speakers 57. In audiovisual and mass media, many companies have their brand 
image and marketing in Spanish. US Hispanics stand out for accessing and 
using the Internet, another trademark of their economic dynamism that 
companies have picked up on. Both banks and credit institutions have 
developed strategies to attract what they consider an important market 
segment. 

Finally, Humberto López Morales has noted that in the United States there is a 
strong demand for Spanish-speaking employees and that being fluent in 
Spanish has major economic importance. This contributes to disseminating an 
image of Spanish that stands for economic prosperity. Already in 1996 it was 
demonstrated that Miami-based Hispanics who spoke Spanish and English 
fluently earned salaries of 7,000 dollars more a year than monolinguals 
speaking one language or the language with higher incomes58. 

 

                                                 
56 Idem 

57 Nosotros: Hispanos en los EE UU. Special Census Reports 2000, May 2005. 

58 Humberto López Morales. Los cubanos de Miami. Lengua y sociedad. Miami: Universal, 2003. 
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Chapter 5. Spanish on the 
Internet 
• Spanish is the third most used language on the Net. 

• 7.9% of Internet users communicate through Spanish. 

• Use of Spanish on the Internet has experienced a growth of 
650.9% between the years 2000 to 2009. 

• The penetration of the Internet in Spain is the highest among 
Spanish speaking countries but Chile and Argentina have 
levels of penetration close to half of the European Union.  

• Spain, Mexico and Argentina are among the top 20 countries 
with the highest internet usage.  

• Documents in Spanish are the fourth most demanded out of all 
world languages.  
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1. Languages most used on the net per number 
of users 

Spanish is the third most used language on the net per number of internet 
surfers. Out of over 1,700 million users who have Internet in the world, 7.9% 
communicate in Spanish. The two languages ahead of Spanish are English and 
Chinese. Considering that Chinese is a language generally used by native 
speakers, Spanish becomes the second language of communication on the 
Internet, after English. 

Table 1.  Countries with the greatest number of Internet users  
 
  Population 2009 Users Penetration 

Growth of Users 2000-
2009 

1 China         1.338.612.968               360.000.000   26,90% 1500,00% 

2 EU 
             
307.212.123                  227.719.000   74,10% 138,80% 

3 Japan             127.078.679                   95.979.000   75,50% 103,90% 

4 India          1.156.897.766   
                 
81.000.000    7,00% 1520,00% 

5 Brazil 
            
198.739.269                    67.510.400   34,00% 1250,20% 

6 Germany 
              
82.329.758                    54.229.325   65,90% 126,00% 

7 United Kingdom 61.113.205    46.683.900    76,40% 203,10% 

8 Russia 
             
140.041.247    

                
45.250.000    32,30% 1,359,7 % 

9 France 
               
62.150.775    

                  
43.100.134    69,30% 407,10% 

10 South Korea 
              
48.508.972                    37.475.800   77,30% 96,80% 

11 Iran 
              
66.429.284    

                
32.200.000    48,50% 12780,00% 

12 Italy 
               
58.126.212    

                
30.026.400    51,70% 127,50% 

13 Indonesia 
            
240.271.522    

                
30.000.000    12,50% 1400,00% 

14 Spain 
              
40.525.002    

                
29.093.984    71,80% 440,00% 

15 Mexico 
               
111.211.789    

                
27.600.000    24,80% 917,50% 

16 Turkey 
              
76.805.524    

                
26.500.000    34,50% 1225,00% 

17 Canada 
              
33.487.208    

                
25.086.000    74,90% 97,50% 

18 The Philippines 
              
97.976.603    

                
24.000.000    24,50% 1100,00% 

19 Vietnam 
              
88.576.758     21.963.117    24,80% 10881,60% 

20 Poland              38.482.919   20.020.362    52,00% 615,00% 

 
20 main 
countries         4.374.577.583            1.325.437.422    30,30% 359,90% 

 Rest of the world 2.393.227.625 408.556.319 17,10% 461,50% 

 Total 6.767.805.208 1.733.993.741 25,60% 380,30% 

 

Source: World Internet User Statistics, 30 September 2009. 
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Table 2 and graphic 1. Languages most used on the Web 

 
 
 

 
NUMBER OF 
USERS  

 
PENETRATION 
OF INTERNET 
PER LANGUAGE 

 
TOTAL 
USERS (%)  

English 478.442.379 37,9 % 27,6 % 
Chinese 383.650.713 27,9 % 22,1 % 
Spanish 136.524.063 33,2 % 7,9 % 
Japanese 95.979.000 75,5 % 5,5 % 
French 78.972.116 18,6 %  4,6 % 
Portuguese 73.052.600 29,5 % 4,2 % 
German 64.593.535 67,0 %  3,7 % 
Arabic 50.422.300 17,3 % 2,9 % 
Russian 45.250.000 32,3 % 2,6 % 
Korean 37.475.800 52,7 %  2,2 % 
10 most used 
languages 

1.444.362.506 32,5 % 83,3 % 

Other languages 289.631.235 12,5 % 16,7 % 
Total 1.733.993.741 25,6 %  100,0 % 

 

 

Inglés 27,60%

Chino 22,10%

Español 7,9%

Japonés 5,5%

Francés 4,60%

Portugués 4,2%

Alemán 3,7%

Árabe 2,9%

Ruso 2,60%

Coreano 2,2%

Otras lenguas 16,7%

 

Source: World Internet User Statistics, 30 September 2009. 
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Graphic 2. Growth of languages most used on the Web  
(2000-2009)   

 

Source: World Internet User Statistics, 30 September 2009. 

Spanish has experienced a growth of 650.9% in the period 2000-2009, 
compared to the increase of 237% recorded for English. This boom is due, above 
all, to the incorporation of Latin American users on the net. Except in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, usage increased by 890.8%.  

Table 3 and graphic 3. Internet users in the world 
 

 
 Population Penetration 

Global 
percentage 

Africa 991.002.342 6,80% 3,90% 
Asia 3.808.070.503 19,40% 42,60% 
Europe 803.850.858 52,00% 24,10% 
Middle East 202.687.005 28,30% 3,30% 
North America 340.831.831 74,20% 14,60% 
Latin America & 
the Caribbean 586.662.468 30,50% 10,30% 
Oceania & 
Australia 34.700.201 60,40% 1,20% 
Total 6.767.805.208 25,60% 100 
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África 3,90%

Asia 42,60%

Europa 24,10%

Oriente Medio 3,30%

Norteamérica 14,60%

Latinoamérica y el Caribe 10,30%

Oceanía y Australia 1,20%

 
Source: World Internet User Statistics, 30 September 2009.  

Despite this spectacular evolution, the growth potential of users in Spanish remains very 

high. The level of Internet penetration in Latin America and the percentage of the 

population using the Internet is 30.7%, far from the level of usage in the European 

Union (52%) and Spain (71.8%). In some countries, the levels of penetration are close 

to Europeans, such as Chile with 50.4%, Argentina with 48.9% and Colombia with 

45.3%. In the other extreme, Nicaragua only has 3.10% of usage, Honduras has 8.4% 

and Bolivia has 10.2%.  
 

Graphic 4. Use of Internet in Latin America 

 
Source: World Internet User Statistics, 30 September 2009. 
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Graphic 5. Growth of Internet Users in Latin America 

 
Source: World Internet User Statistics, 30 September 2009. 

 
Only three Spanish speaking countries, Spain, Mexico and Argentina, find 
themselves among the 20 countries with greatest Internet usage. The twenty 
countries that head this classification make up 76.4% of internet users. 
 

The trend from 1998 shows that the initial predominance of English has given 
way to the growing presence from the rest of the world’s languages59 and to the 
establishment of English as only 45% of the total. The relative weight of the 
romantic languages has descended since 2002, due, partially, to the eruption of 
the net in Asian countries such as China and Japan, but above all to the change 
in configuration of search engines.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
59 Francisco Moreno Fernández & Jaime Otero Roth. Atlas de la lengua española en el mundo (Atlas of the Spanish 

Language in the World). Barcelona: Ariel -Fundación Telefónica, 2007. 
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Table 4. Evolution of the number of pages per language 

WEB PAGES IN 1998 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005  2007  

ENGLISH 75% 60% 52% 50% 49% 45% 45% 45% 
SPANISH 2.53% 4.79%  5.50% 5.80% 5.31% 4.08% 4.60% 3.80% 
FRENCH 2.81% 4.18%  4.45% 4.80% 4.32% 4.00% 4.95% 4.41% 
PORTUGUESE 0.82% 2.25% 2.55% 2.81% 2.23% 2.36% 1.87% 1.39% 
ITALIAN 1.50% 2.62% 3.08% 3.26% 2.59% 2.66% 3.05% 2.66% 
ROMANIAN 0.15% 0.21% 0.18% 0.17% 0.11% 0.11% 0.17% 0.28% 
GERMAN 3.75% 2.85 % 6.75 %  7.21% 6.80% 7.13% 6.94% 5.90% 
CATALAN                          0.14% 
REST 13.44% 22.20% 23.68% 25.97% 29.65% 31.32% 33.43% 36.54% 
 

Source: Funredes & Unión Latina. Lenguas y culturas en la red (Languages and Cultures on the Net)-Study 2007. 

The study, Las lenguas y culturas en la red (Languages and Cultures on the 
Net), by Funredes & Unión Latina, includes the romantic languages, German 
and English, and affirms that in the last few years, the relative presence of the 
romantic languages, German and English has diminished. The main reason for 
this phenomenon is not the reduction in the presence of Latin languages in 
cyberspace, but a decrease in their presence on the indexed pages in the larger 
search engines. The percentage of indexed pages has traditionally been 
maintained at between 60 and 80%. Since 2005, it has not reached 30%. Search 
engines no longer count on sufficient capacity to follow the exponential growth 
of their contents (and the massive arrival of new languages from Asia). This 
situation favours the presence of English over fair proportionality60. Regarding 
Spanish, the study by Funredes confirms that Cuba, Spain and Nicaragua 
continue to have good productivity and that Panama has improved 
considerably. It has also been observed that Spain continues to carry the weight 
of web-page production in Spanish.  

3. The Importance of Search Engines in the 
Growth of Spanish on the Internet 

In an attempt to escape the criteria created exclusively by the English-speaking 
world, various European countries and Japan have created new search engines 
such as Quaero and Pharos.  One of the reasons for developing these new 
alternative searches to Google is the fact that the English searches are much 
simpler than those required by the Spanish language. The semantic search 
techniques are thought out for English and not for Spanish. Out of the 40 search 
engines used on the net, the only domain with .es is Google and it occupies 
position number 35.  

                                                 
60 Funredes & Unión Latina. Lenguas y culturas en la red-Estudio (Languages and Cultures on the Net - Study) 2007. 

Funredes & Unión Latina. 


