
International Journal of English Linguistics; Vol. 9, No. 3; 2019 
ISSN 1923-869X E-ISSN 1923-8703 

Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education 

279 

Does English Help You Accomplish More? Exploring the 
Instrumentality of English Learning in East and Southeast Asia 

Huiyu Zhang1 

1 School of International Studies, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou, China 

Correspondence: Huiyu Zhang, School of International Studies, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou, China. E-mail: 

zhanghuiyu@zju.edu.cn 

 

Received: March 20, 2019   Accepted: April 18, 2019   Online Published: May 8, 2019 

doi:10.5539/ijel.v9n3p279       URL: https://doi.org/10.5539/ijel.v9n3p279 

 

Abstract 

This study empirically investigates the relationship between English proficiency and personal accomplishment in 
East and Southeast Asia. With the database of AsiaBarometer Survey 2006 and 2007, 15082 questionnaire 
respondents from China, Hong Kong of China, Japan, Korea, Singapore, Taiwan of China, Vietnam, Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines and Thailand formed the sample. We present the following 
findings with correlation and regression analysis: a) English proficiency positively influences personal 
accomplishment; b) the focal relationship is partly mediated by income, career and quality of life; and c) the 
focal relationship is positively moderated by international involvement. Such findings disclose and confirm the 
instrumentality of English learning in globalization. Theoretical and practical implications of the results are 
discussed.  
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1. Introduction 

Globalization, as one of the most important socio-economic characteristics in the modern world, has 
dramatically altered people’s life by involving them in all kinds of international activities (Vandenbroucke, 2016). 
With the opportunities to study, travel or work in foreign countries and areas, and other forms of international 
exposure, people, especially whose mother tongues are not prevailing in the world, have gradually and 
commonly recognized the importance of acquiring English as a global language (Smotrova, 2009; Kubota & 
McKay, 2009). The learning of English as a Foreign/Second Language (EFL/ESL) has become a nationwide 
endeavor in many countries (Smotrova, 2009; Bolton, 2008; Crystal, 2012; Bolton & Graddol, 2012; Melitz, 
2016; Vandenbroucke, 2016), and English has been made a compulsory course in middle schools and universities 
(Wu, 2001; Wolff, 2010; Bolton & Botha, 2015a, 2015b) and an important medium of instruction in school 
curriculum (Kang, 2012; Botha, 2013; Kamwangamalu, 2013; Wei & Su, 2015; Bolton & Botha, 2015b; He & 
Chiang, 2016). At the individual level, many people take learning English as their primary strategy in individual 
language management and planning and believe that English proficiency will benefit them in one way or another. 
At the national level, considering the crucial role of English in sustaining international exchanges of labor, 
knowledge, capital and commodities (Kubota & McKay, 2009), many countries and areas encourage or even 
force individuals to learn English by presenting related foreign language education policies (Nunan, 2003; Hu, 
2008; Kirkpatrick, 2014; Jones, 2016). The increasing English learning fever drives us to explore, exploit and 
examine some essential questions: Why do people learn English? Do people really benefit from learning English? 
If so, how? 

To explain the popularity and motivations of English learning, extant literature has explored and stressed the 
importance of English proficiency by analyzing the benefits and advantages embodied in the language skill (e.g., 
Vaillancourt, 1996; Davila & Mora, 2000; Dustmann & Fabbri, 2003; Chiswick, 2008). Economic analysis 
out-stands among various perspectives, such as historical (Kaiwar & Mazumdar, 2003), social (Gardner, 2002), 
political (Newton, 2015) and cultural (Schiffman, 1998) considerations, by estimating and examining the 
economic returns to the human capital of English competence. Such studies not only present theoretical 
arguments and qualitative cases, as studies from traditional perspectives usually do, but also offers quantitative 
evidences that convincingly prove and generalize related findings (Vaillancourt, 1996; Breton, 1998; Bloom & 
Grenier, 1996; Davila & Mora, 2000; Chiswick & Miller, 1995, 2003, 2010, 2015; Chiswick, 2008). 



ijel.ccsenet.

The litera
understand
emerged. A
English pr
in English
Tubergen 
neglected 
Stöhr, 201
people’s in
important 
with little 
the backgr
1998), Uni
(Chiswick
Israel (Me
researched
bridged su
South Afri
popularity
historically
developing
pan-Asian
Kirkpatric
Botha, 201
2012a, 20
(Nguyen, 2
(Wei & Su
and with t
role, not o
(Wei & S
explanatio

To fill suc
influence o
accomplish
capital, tha
the focal 
inherent m
career dev
relationshi
between la
indirect ec
taking the 
what cond

 

.org 

ature of langu
ding of the rel
As to the add
roficiency and 
h-speaking co
& Kalmijn, 20
with only a fe
5). Moreover, 
nternationaliza
socio-econom
empirical wor
round of the v
ited States (Bl

k & Miller, 199
esch, 2003; L
d, partly for th
uch gaps by ex
ica (Casale & 

y of English le
y, politically a
g countries. E

n communicatio
k, 2014, 2015
14; Huang, 20

012b; Ahn, 20
2017), making

u, 2015). It is b
the people’s im
only in industr
Su, 2015; Bot
on to related ph

ch gaps, the cu
of English pro
hment is influ
at English prof
relationship is

mechanisms, am
velopment and
ip. The discuss
anguage skills 
conomic retur

actual usage 
ditions English 

In

uage economi
ationship betw

dressed topics,
income, espec
untries (Carlin
005, 2009), the
ew exceptions 

while English
ation and pers

mic factors, suc
rk. As to the re
vast immigrati
loom & Grenie
95, 2003), Ger

Lang & Sinive
he scarcity of d
xamining the e

Posel, 2011), 
earning in dev
and socially ti

Especially, an 
on (Newton, 2

5), such as Ch
016), Japan (Le
015), Indonesi
g those countri
believed to be h
mproved Engl
ries, businesses
tha, 2014). H

henomena.  

urrent research
oficiency on pe
uenced by man
ficiency is one
s complex an
mong all the po
d quality of life
sion on the me
and income, a

rns of English
of English as
proficiency ex

nternational Jou

ics has presen
ween English p
, most of the 
cially the role 
ner, 2000; Ch
e economic re
(Angrist & La

h, as a global la
sonal lives (B
ch as success, 
esearch contex
ion in develop
er, 1996; Davil
rmany (Dustma
er, 2006), and 
data on langua

economic retur
and India (Az

veloping coun
ied with Engli
obvious Engli

2015), has eme
hina (Wu, 200
e Ha, 2013; A
ia (Zein, 2017
ies and Asia a
highly related 
ish proficiency
s and workpla

However, little

h is set in the c
ersonal accom

ny factors at di
e of them. Obv
d contextual, 
ossible influen

fe as well as th
ediating role is
and is expecte

h proficiency. 
 a second lang
xerts its influen

Figure 1. 

urnal of English 

280 

nted fruitful e
proficiency and
previous stud
of English ski
hiswick & M
turns to learni

avy, 1997; Ang
anguage, has d

Botha, 2014), t
happiness, and

xts of empirica
ped economies
la & Mora, 20
an, 1994), Net

the role of E
age use (Chisw
rns of learning
zam et al., 201

ntries, and find
ish-speaking c
ish boom, wh
erged in Asian
1; Wolff, 2010

Abe, 2013; Inag
7), the Philipp
an excellent co
to globalizatio
y, this global 

aces (Vandenbr
e empirical w

context of Eas
mplishment with

ifferent levels,
viously, as man
depending on

ntial factors, w
he moderating
s partly in resp

ed to expand an
The discussio
guage into con
nce on persona

Theoretical m

Linguistics

empirical find
d economic fa

dies have focu
ills in the econ

Miller, 2003; D
ing English in 
grist, Chin, & 
deeply penetra
the influence 
d accomplishm
l efforts, most 

s, such as Can
00), UK (Dust
therlands (Van
English in dev
wick, 2008). W
g English in Pu
13), the limite
dings from tho
countries, can 
hich even mak
n countries (Bo
0; Wei & Su, 
gawa, 2015), S
pines (Tupas 
ontext for the s
on and econom
language is pl
roucke, 2016),

work has been

st and Southea
h large-scale c
, we assume, f
ny other comp
n various fact
e further exam

g role of intern
ponse to the ex
nd enrich our 

on about the r
nsideration, an
al accomplishm

model 

dings and gre
actors. Howeve
used on the re
nomic assimila
Dustmann & F

domestic labo
Godoy, 2008; 

ated into and ex
of English pr

ment, is not ad
of the previou

nada (Vaillanco
tmann & Fabb

n Tubergen & K
veloping coun
While some sc
uerto Rico (An

ed work hardly
ose special co
be hardly gen

kes English th
olton, 2008; H
2015; Bolton 

South Korea (B
& Salonga, 2
study of Engli

mic developme
laying an incr
, but also peop
n conducted t

ast Asia, and tr
cross-nation da
from the persp
plicated socio-e
tors. To explo

mine the media
national involv
xtensive litera
understanding

role of interna
nd is expected
ment. 

 

Vol. 9, No. 3;

eatly enriched
er, some gaps 
lationship betw

ation of immig
Fabbri, 2003; 
or market is la
Azam et al., 2

xerted influenc
roficiency on 
dequately discu
us studies are s
ourt, 1996; Br

bri, 2003), Aus
Kalmijn, 2009
ntries is much
cholars have p
ngrist et al., 2
y matches the 
ountries, which
neralized into 
he lingua franc
Hashim et al., 2

& Graddol, 2
Byean, 2015; J

2016) and Vie
ish-related rese
ent (Nguyen, 2
reasingly impo
ple’s personal 
to offer any 

ries to examin
ata. While per
pective of lingu
economic link

oit and explain
ating role of inc
vement in the 
ature on the lin
g of both direc
ational exposu
d to find out u

2019 

d our 
have 
ween 

grants 
Van 

rgely 
2013; 
ce on 
other 
ussed 
set in 
reton, 
tralia 
) and 

h less 
partly 
008), 
great 
h are 
other 
ca in 
2014; 
2012; 
Jeon, 
tnam 
earch 
017), 

ortant 
lives 
solid 

ne the 
sonal 
uistic 
ages, 
n the 
come, 
focal 

nkage 
t and 

ure is 
under 



ijel.ccsenet.org International Journal of English Linguistics Vol. 9, No. 3; 2019 

281 

2. Theoretical Foundations and Hypotheses 

2.1 English Proficiency and Personal Accomplishment 

Personal accomplishment generally refers to one’s feelings of competence and successful achievement in work 
and life (Maslach et al., 1996; Bang & Reio, 2017). While few previous studies have ever directly discussed the 
relationship between English proficiency and one’s accomplishment, we can infer from extant literature that the 
former probably positively influence the latter in some possible ways. 

First, as explored and examined by an extensive literature, English proficiency increases one’s income, and thus 
promotes personal accomplishment. Early empirical studies of economic linguistics investigated the role of 
English learning in immigrants’ assimilation into local areas, and confirmed in different national contexts, such 
as Canada (Vaillancourt, 1996; Breton, 1998), United States (Bloom & Grenier, 1996; Davila & Mora, 2000), 
Australia (Chiswick & Miller, 1995, 2003), Germany (Dustman, 1994) and Israel (Lang & Siniver, 2006), that 
immigrants that acquired English, as a local or non-local language, earned higher income than those with lower 
English proficiency (Carliner, 2000; Chiswick & Miller, 2003; Dustmann & Fabbri, 2003). Especially, Chiswick 
and Miller (1995, 2003, 2010, 2015) have conducted a series of studies and investigated different groups of 
immigrants, men and women, with legal or illegal movement, as well as local residents, and further generalized 
the positive relationship between English proficiency and income with cross-cultural database. While the 
academic attention to the domestic market is relatively sparse, the limited work also indicates a positive linkage 
between English proficiency and income. For instance, English competence is proved to bring impressive 
premiums in countries with a colonial past, such as India (Munshi & Rosenzweig, 2006; Azam et al., 2013; 
Chakraborty & Bakshi, 2016) and South Africa (Levinsohn, 2007). As an important economic indicator of 
wealth, well-being and achievement, the increase of income usually leads to the enhancement of 
accomplishment.  

Second, English proficiency positively influences personal accomplishment by enabling one to access and seize 
opportunities in the globalized economy, and thus promote one’s career development (Vandenbroucke, 2016) and 
professional lives (Grosse, 2004; Wei & Su, 2015; Botha, 2014). Globalization is one of the most important 
social and economic trends in recent decades, and as it progresses, acquiring English as a global language has 
long become a valuable resource, and more and more jobs present explicit requirements for English proficiency 
(Bloch, 1995; Warschauer, 2000; Markee, 2000), which means that those with strong English language 
competence easily stand out in the job market. Moreover, with the language skill permeating into the basic career 
competence of knowing how, why and whom, those with good language skills are able to cross boundaries and 
demonstrate high levels of career mobility, both psychologically and physically (Itani et al., 2015). Obviously, as 
companies get more international, people with high English proficiency and the resulted mobility, compared with 
others, enjoy better opportunities to accomplish more in their career and professional lives (Peltokorpi & Vaara, 
2012; Itani et al., 2015). 

Third, in addition to income and career, English proficiency improves one’s quality of life, and thus positively 
impacts personal accomplishment. Personal accomplishment comes from both work and life, and high quality of 
life is an essential source of one’s accomplishment. English proficiency generally improves one’s quality of life 
from three aspects. First, with higher income, people with English proficiency usually have kept greater financial 
flexibility and freedom, and are able to improve their quality of life by financially meeting basic and special 
material needs, such as affording comfortable housing, branded products and even some luxuries. Second, 
English proficiency also improves one’s quality of life mentally, with access to good education and career 
development. Nowadays, similar to companies, universities and post-graduate programs usually assess the 
students’ language skills for admission (Bolton & Graddol, 2012). Third, English learning broadens one’s 
international horizon (Wolff, 2010), and thus enables good learners to improve their quality of life with enriched 
understanding of life from other cultures (Prodromou, 1992). Moreover, in some non-English-speaking countries, 
English has already become an important element in popular culture and is commonly and creatively employed 
in cultural and entertainment activities (Botha, 2014; Zhou & Moody, 2017; Fallatah, 2017), and thus good 
English learners are able to improve life enjoyment with access to English-related activities.  

While English proficiency may also promote one’s accomplishment in other ways, the three ways discussed 
above, which, to some extent, intersect, interact and interrelate with one another, are among the primary ones as 
important mediators. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses: 

H1: English proficiency positively influences personal accomplishment. 

H2: The relationship between English proficiency and personal accomplishment is partly mediated by income, 
career development and quality of life.  
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2.2 The Moderating Role of International Involvement 

Extant literature shows that the relationship between English proficiency and income is influenced by other 
factors, such as gender, education and occupation (Munshi & Rosenzweig, 2006; Azam et al., 2013; Chakraborty 
& Bakshi, 2016). Among all the possible influential factors, we focus on international involvement, which refers 
to one’s participation and involvement in international or related activities, such as being expatriated overseas, 
communicating with international contacts, traveling to foreign countries, and searching and receiving 
international information. Our focus is based on two primary reasons. For one thing, considering the background 
of English fever, a most important contextual factor is globalization (Warschauer, 2000; Block & Cameron, 2002; 
Kubota & McKay, 2009; Gao et al., 2009), and the globalized environment exposes people to all kinds of 
international activities, and the increased international involvement naturally influence the acquisition of 
EFL/ESL (Warschauer, 2000; Markee, 2000; Song, 2011) and the consequences of such behaviors. For another, 
considering the actual usage of English, international involvement gives language learners opportunities to or 
even forces them to use the acquired foreign languages (Kubota & McKay, 2009; Neeley & Dumas, 2016), and 
meanwhile, allows them to stand out and make special achievements with English proficiency. Thus, we assume 
that international involvement positively moderates the relationship between English proficiency and personal 
accomplishment.  

First, international involvement gives people opportunities to get higher income with their English skills. 
Working for multinationals, oversea expatriation, expanding international business, all such activities allow 
excellent English learners to enjoy generous payment with their good language skills (Azam et al., 2011; 
Chakraborty & Bakshi, 2016). Some well-paid language-related professionals, like translators, interpreters and 
international business agents, heavily rely on international involvement to ensure their income (Dam & Zethsen, 
2011). On the contrary, for those whose work is hardly related to any international activities, it is difficult for 
them to get premiums even if they hold outstanding foreign language skills. 

Second, international involvement gives good English learners opportunities to outstand in their professional 
lives (Gao et al., 2007; Vandenbroucke, 2016). In addition to income increase, the ability to participate and 
perform well in international activities differentiates the proficient language learners from their colleagues, not 
only bringing them access to good career opportunities with language requirements, but also enabling them to 
accomplish more with improved mobility and expanded scope (Itani et al., 2015). Moreover, the cultural skills 
picked up in international activities also strengthens the effect of language skills as important and necessary 
compliments.  

Finally, international involvement promotes people to improve their quality of life with English skills by 
increasing their international exposure and inter-cultural knowledge (Prodromou, 1992). While English learning 
helps learners to acquire cross-cultural information and broaden international horizon (Holliday, 2013), direct 
participation and involvement in international activities greatly accelerates the learning pace and effectively 
strengthens the learning output. During such a process, people’s understanding of quality life enriches with 
international perspectives and updates, which in turn guide them to improve their own life with international 
standards and approaches.  

Therefore, we believe that, international involvement strengthens the relationship between English proficiency 
and personal accomplishment by enabling and promoting the impact mechanisms, and present the following 
hypothesis:  

H3: International involvement positively moderates the relationship between English proficiency and personal 
accomplishment.  

3. Method 

3.1 Study Sample and Data Collection 

To explore the focused research questions with empirical evidences, we conduct statistical analyses with the 
database of AsiaBarometer Survey 2006 and 2007. The AsiaBarometer series survey, which was initiated in 2003 
and carried out in 6 successive years until 2008 jointly by the Tokyo Satellite Office, University of Niigata 
Prefecture and the Research and Information Center for Asian Studies, Institute of Oriental Culture, University 
of Tokyo, “represents the largest ever comparative survey in Asia, covering East, Southeast, South and Central 
Asia”, and “focuses on daily life of ordinary people and their relationships to family, neighborhood, workplace, 
social and political institutions and market place” (AsiaBarometer, 2015, see the official website of the survey: 
https://www.asiabarometer.org/). The questionnaires were designed with a common research framework and 
country-wide face-to-face surveys were conducted in major Asian countries.  
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Due to the availability of the latest data, we examine the proposed hypotheses with data from the 2006 and 2007 
surveys. The AsiaBarometer 2006 project covered China, Hong Kong of China, Japan, Korea, Singapore, Taiwan 
of China and Vietnam, and the 2007 project covered Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the 
Philippines, and Thailand. The survey covered such topics as quality of life, happiness, religion, governance, 
international alignments, globalization, mass media, identity and democratic consolidation, which enables the 
current research to measure English proficiency, personal accomplishment, international involvement and other 
major variables with large-scale data. The questionnaires were formulated in English, and were translated into 
local languages by local survey organizations, and were further checked through back translation. In 2006, all 
adults aged 20–59, and in 2007, all adults aged 20–69, were targeted with multi-stage-stratified random sampling 
and quota sampling, and around 1000 people were sampled in each country (2000 in mainland China). 
Face-to-face interviews were conducted to ensure the quality of data collection. 8070 valid cases were obtained 
in 2006, and 7012 were obtained in 2007. Thus, 15082 cases form our final sample. 

3.2 Measures 

Independent variable, English proficiency. English proficiency is measured with self-reported data. Respondents 
were asked how well they spoke English: 1 = “not at all”, 2 = “very little”, 3 = “I can speak it well enough to get 
by in daily life”, and 4 = “I can speak English fluently”.  

Dependent variable, accomplishment. Respondents were asked how much they felt they were accomplishing 
what they want out of their life: 1 = “a great deal”, 2 = “some”, 3 = “very little”, and 4 = “none”. 

 

Table 1. Component matrix of the integrated mediator 

Items Component 

Standard of living 0.804 
Household income 0.806 
Education 0.671 
Job 0.727 
Housing 0.664 

Note. The extraction method is Principal Component Analysis; the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy is 0.799; the 
cumulative % of variance is 54.294; in Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, Approx. Chi-Square is 19906.365, the degree of freedom is 10, and the 
significance level is 0.000. 

 

Mediators, income, career development and quality of life. Respondents were asked how satisfied or dissatisfied 
they were with specific aspects of their life. 5-point Likert scale was used to measure their satisfaction of each 
aspect. 1 represents “very satisfied”, 2 = “somewhat satisfied”, 3= “neither satisfied nor dissatisfied”, 4 = 
“somewhat dissatisfied”, and 5 = “very dissatisfied”. As discussed before, as mediators, income, career 
development and quality of life are interrelated with one another. While job and education indicate one’s career 
development, housing, household income and standards of living indicator one’s income, all these factors also 
reflect one’s quality of life. Considering the overlapping and interaction of the three variables and their shared 
mediating role, we conduct a factor analysis to the satisfaction of the 5 aspects, and take the extracted factor as a 
proxy of all the three mediators. As is shown in table 1, the extracted factor can well represent the KMO is 0.803, 
and the accumulative % of variance is 55.571, which shows that the extracted factor can well represent the 5 
items.  

Moderator, international involvement. Respondents were asked to if the following statements applied to them: 
“(1) A member of my family or a relative lives in another country; (2) I have traveled abroad at least three times 
in the past three years, on holiday or for business purposes; (3) I have friends from other countries ; (4) I often 
watch foreign-produced programs on TV; (5) I often communicate with people in other countries via the Internet 
or email; and (6) My job involves contact with organizations or people in other countries.” If a statement applies 
to the respondent, it is coded as 1, otherwise as 0. To incorporate all the activities, we sum up values of all the 6 
items, and take it as proxy of international involvement.  

Control variables. Extant literature show that the effect of English proficiency is influenced by some 
socio-demographic variables, such as gender (Munshi & Rosenzweig, 2006; Azam et al., 2013; Chakraborty & 
Bakshi, 2016). In regression analysis, we control the impacts of such variables, including gender, education, age, 
marital status, occupation status, and the number of families that work and earn an income. Gender is measured 
with a dummy variable, male-coded as 1, and female as 0. Education is measured with the highest education a 
respondent had completed, “no formal education” or “elementary/junior school” coded as 1, “high school” coded 



ijel.ccsenet.org International Journal of English Linguistics Vol. 9, No. 3; 2019 

284 

as 2, “professional/technical school” or “university/graduate school” coded as 3. Marital status is measured with 
a dummy variable, married coded as 1, and all the other status as 0. Occupation status is measured with a dummy 
variable, employed or self-employed coded as 1, and unemployed coded as 0. The number of family with an 
income is measured with continuous variables as reported by the respondents.  

3.3 Data Analysis 

We use IBM SPSS 22.0 to conduct the required statistical analyses. First, we conduct a factor analysis to extract 
the integrated mediator of income, career development and quality of life from 5 considered items. Second, we 
conduct descriptive and correlation analysis to all the variables. Third, to examine the mediation of income, 
career development and quality of life, we first respectively examine the direct influence of English proficiency 
on accomplishment, the influence of English proficiency on the integrated variable of income, career 
development and quality of life, and the influence of the integrated mediator on accomplishment, and then check 
if the influence of English proficiency on accomplishment is weakened when the effect of mediator is controlled. 
And finally, hierarchical regression analysis is conducted to examine the moderating effect of international 
involvement on the relationship between English proficiency and accomplishment. 

4. Results 

 

Table 2. Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample 

Characteristic Value N % Characteristic Value N % 

Country 
 

China 2000 13.3 Education 
 

Low 6547 43.4 

HK China 1000 6.6 Mid 4846 32.2 

Japan 1003 6.7 High 3675 24.4 

Korean 1023 6.8 Number of families that 
work and earn an income 
 

None 278 1.8 

Singapore 1038 6.9 1 person 4798 31.8 

TW China 1006 6.7 2 persons 6397 42.4 

Vietnam 1000 6.6 3 persons 2213 14.7 

Malaysia 1000 6.6 4 persons 982 6.5 

Indonesia 1000 6.6 5 persons 261 1.7 

Philippines 1000 6.6 6 persons 104 0.7 

Thailand 1000 6.6 ≥7 persons  41 0.3 

Myanmar 1000 6.6 Marriage 
 

Other 4361 28.9 

Cambodia 1012 6.7 Married 10721 71.1 

Laos 1000 6.6 employment 
 

Self-employed 3053 20.3 

Age 
 

20–29 3919 26.0 Employed 6982 46.3 

30–39 4120 27.3 Unemployed 5035 33.4 

40–49 3395 22.5 Gender 
 

Female 7862 52.1 

50–59 2308 15.3 Male 7220 47.9 

60–69 1340 8.9     

 

4.1 Socio-Demographic Characteristics 

As is shown in Table 2: all the 15082 respondents are almost evenly sampled in 14 countries or areas (about 
1000 in each), except for Mainland China (N = 2000); 52.1% of the respondents are female, and 47.9% are male; 
26.0% of them were at the age range from 20 to 29, 27.3% from 30 to 39, 22.5% from 40 to 49, 15.3% from 50 
to 59, and only 8.9% from 60 to 69; 71.1% of them were married, with 28.9% single, divorced or widowed; 43.4% 
of them received no formal education or just graduated from elementary or junior school, 32.2% graduated from 
high school, and 24.4% graduated from professional/technical school or university/graduate school; 20.3% of 
them are self-employed, 46.3% employed, and 33.4% unemployed; as to family income structure, 42.4% of 
respondents had 2 family members who worked and earned an income, 31.8% had only 1, 14.7% had 3, 9.2% 
had 4 or more, and 1.8% had no family with job and income. Such results of socio-demographic analysis show 
that the sample distribution well reflects the socio-demographic characteristics of the sampled Asian regions in 
the first 10 years of the new century, and the collected data are valid and reliable for further statistical analyses. 
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4.2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation of Variables 

 

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix 

 N Min Max Mean Std. D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Accomp. 15022 1 4 2.25 0.716 1          
EnglishP 14937 1 4 1.85 0.874 -.124** 1         
ICDQL 14432 -2.1 3.6 0 1 .403** -.237** 1        
InternationalI 15082 0 6 1.03 1.146 -.133** .436** -.173** 1       
Gender 15082 0 1 0.48 0.5 0.012 .055** -0.005 .020* 1      
Age 15082 1 5 2.54 1.268 -0.015 -.246** .046** -.100** .023** 1     
MaritalS 15082 0 1 0.71 0.453 -.075** -.186** -0.013 -.065** -.028** .327** 1    
Education 15068 1 3 1.81 0.801 -.077** .474** -.141** .186** .088** -.286** -.210** 1 

OccupationS 15070 0 1 0.67 0.472 -.023** .054** -.047** .049** .310** -.079** 0.015 .061** 1

NWFM 15074 1 8 3.02 1.065 -.046** .032** -.078** .033** .033** -.108** -.087** .060** .215** 1

Note. Pearson Correlation Analysis; Significance level: ** p<0.01 level, * P<0.05(2-tailed). 
EnglishP: English proficiency; ICDQL: the integrated variable of income, career development and quality of life; InternationalI: International 
Involvement; MaritalS: Marital Status; OccupationS: Occupation Status; NWFM: Number of Working Family Member. 

 

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics and correlations of variables in the research. As is shown in this table, the 
dependent variable happiness is highly correlated with the independent variable, mediator, moderators, and most 
of the control variables. Such linkages were further examined in regression analyses. While most of the variables 
are correlated with one another, the highest coefficient is 0.436, lower than 0.5, which shows that 
multicollinearity is not serious in the current research. We further conduct the variance inflation factor (VIF) 
analysis to all the variables, and collinearity statistics show that the highest VIF is just 1.623, much lower than 
10, which also shows that multicollinearity is not a problem.  

4.3 English Proficiency and Personal Accomplishment 

Table 4 presents the regression estimates on accomplishment. Model 1 estimates the influence of control 
variables, and model 2–1 shows the influence of English proficiency. Both models are statistically significant. As 
is shown in model 1, the regression coefficients of gender, age, marital status, education, and number of working 
family members are respectively 0.025 (P < 0.01), 0.019 (P < 0.05), -0.093 (P < 0.01), -0.101 (P < 0.01) and 
-0.048 (P < 0.01), and all are statistically significant. Some interesting conclusions can be inferred from such 
results: 1) the female generally accomplish more than the male; 2) the younger generally accomplish more than 
the older; 3) the married accomplish more than those who are single, divorced or widowed; 4) people with better 
education generally accomplish more; and 5) families with more members that work and earn money generally 
accomplish more. But the regression coefficient of occupation status is not statistically significant (-0.014, P = 
0.110), which surprisingly shows that accomplishment is not significantly related to occupation status. A possible 
explanation is that some of the employed and self-employed might get depressed or disappointed at their work, 
while some of the unemployed might find other ways to accomplish what they want. Such an explanation can be 
partly proved when we prove the mediation of income, career development and quality of life, which includes 
job satisfaction as an important factor.  

After the entry of English proficiency, R2 significantly increases by 0.013 (P < 0.01) in model 2–1, and the 
regression coefficient of the independent variable is -0.128 (P < 0.01), and statistically significant. The result 
shows that English proficiency positively influences one’s accomplishment, and hypothesis 1 is supported.  
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Table 4. Regression estimates on accomplishment, mediation of income, career development and quality of life 
and moderation of international involvement 

 Accomplishment ICDQL 
M1 M2-1 M3 M2-2 M5-1 M5-2 M4-1 M4-2 

Gender 0.025** 0.026** 0.017* 0.018* 0.025** 0.025** 0.016 0.018* 
Age -0.019* -0.033** -0.023** -0.028** -0.033** -0.036** 0.014 -0.009 
MaritalS -0.093** -0.102** -0.075** -0.078** -0.101** -0.102** -0.051** -0.067** 
Education -0.101** -0.047** -0.042** -0.026** -0.049** -0.045** -0.142** -0.044** 
Employed -0.014 -0.012 -0.006 -0.005 -0.009 -0.01 -0.027** -0.019* 
NWFM -0.048** -0.053** -0.024** -0.027** -0.051** -0.05** -0.067** -0.072** 
InternationalI     -0.097** -0.116**   
EnglishP  -0.128**  -0.042** -0.084** -0.094**  -0.227** 
ICDQL   0.395** 0.386**     
InternationalI*EnglishP      0.04**   
R2  0.018 0.031 0.17 0.171 0.039 0.04 0.028 0.067 
R2 change 0.018 0.013 0.152 0.001 0.008 0.001 0.028 0.039 
F 45.343** 67.612** 420.161** 366.065** 74.34** 67.959** 68.132** 146.299** 
df 6 7 7 8 8 9 6 7 
Gender 0.025** 0.026** 0.017* 0.018* 0.025** 0.025** 0.016 0.018* 

Note. Significance level: ** P<0.01, * P<0.05. 

 

4.4 Mediation of Income, Career Development and Quality of Life 

Table 3 also presents the regression estimates of the mediating role of income, career development and quality of 
life. Model 2–1 and model 3 respectively estimates the influence of the independent variable and the mediator on 
accomplishment, model 4–1 and 4–2 estimates the influence of control variables and English proficiency on the 
integrated mediator, and model 2–2 estimates the influence of English proficiency after controlling the effect of 
leisure satisfaction. All the models are statistically significant.  

In model 4–2, the regression coefficient of English proficiency is -0.227 (P < 0.01) and statistically significant, 
showing that English proficiency positively influences the integrated variable in model 3, the regression 
coefficient of the integrated variable is 0.395 (P < 0.01) and statistically significant, showing that the integrated 
variable positively and greatly influences one’s accomplishment. Based on that, in model 2–2, we controlled the 
effect of the integrated variable and re-examined the influence of English proficiency on accomplishment for 
comparison. The regression coefficients of English proficiency in model 2–1 and model 2–2 are respectively 
-0.128 (P < 0.01) and -0.042 (P < 0.01), which shows that the positive influence is partially mediated by income, 
career development and quality of life. Thus, hypothesis 2 is supported.  

4.5 Moderation of International Involvement 

Table 4 also presents the regression estimates of the moderating role of international involvement in the 
relationship between English proficiency and one’s accomplishment. Based on model 2–1, model 5–1 examines 
the direct influence of international involvement on accomplishment, and model 5–2 examines the moderation of 
international involvement. All the models are statistically significant.  

In model 5–1, the regression coefficients of international involvement are -0.097 (P < 0.01) and statistically 
significant, showing that international involvement positively influences one’s accomplishment. As to the 
moderating effect, as is shown in model 5–2, the regression coefficient of the interaction term of international 
involvement and English proficiency is 0.04(P < 0.01) and statistically significant, showing that international 
involvement positively moderates the influence of English proficiency on accomplishment. Thus, hypothesis 3 is 
supported.  

4.6 Discussion 

The empirical results have supported all the proposed hypotheses, and proved the influence of English 
proficiency on personal accomplishment, as well as the mediating role of income, career development and 
quality of life, and the moderating role of international involvement in the focal relationship. Such findings 
greatly enrich our understanding about why people learn English and how they benefit from English learning. 
Especially, the instrumentality of English learning is disclosed and empirically confirmed. 

For one thing, the positive influence of English proficiency clearly and convincingly demonstrates the 
instrumentality of language learning, and the mediating role of income, career development and quality of life 
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further disclose and decompose its instrumentality. From the perspective of language policy and language 
planning, language teaching and learning is a vital part of acquisition planning (Hornberger, 2009; Ramanathan 
& Morgan, 2007; Hult, 2012), and play a critical role in the implementation and success of language-related 
policies. However, political or policy consideration is inadequate in explaining the English fever around the 
world. English learning may be driven by both integrative motivations, such as intrinsic interest, learning 
situation, information medium and social responsibility, and instrumental motivations, such as immediate 
achievement, going abroad, and individual development (Gardner & Lambert, 1972; Gao et al., 2007; Song, 
2011). The current study empirically maintains that it is the instrumentality of English learning that essentially 
motivates people to actively get engaged in language acquisition. Supplementary to previous discussions about 
the relationship between English proficiency and income (Chiswick & Miller, 1995, 2003; Angrist et al., 2008; 
Casale & Posel, 2011; Azam et al., 2013), this paper points out that, the instrumentality of English proficiency is 
not only embedded in its effect on income, career and quality of life, but also in its further influence on personal 
accomplishment. Moreover, by exploiting and examining the instrumental functions of English, this paper also 
serves as a positive response to the human capital assumption (Grin, 1996) in economic linguistics.  

For another, the positive moderating role of international involvement shows that the human capital of language 
competence is embedded in related behaviors and that the instrumentality of English learning is influenced and 
even shaped by such behaviors and relevant contexts. For immigrants, acquiring English as the local language or 
the dominant foreign language in local areas promotes both social and economic assimilation into the local areas 
(Vaillancourt, 1996; Breton, 1998; Dustmann & Fabbri, 2003; Van Tubergen & Kalmijn, 2009); for 
non-immigrants in countries or areas where English has been dominant for colonial history, acquiring that 
language is a must for prosperity in both life and work (Azam et al., 2013); and, for non-immigrants in countries 
or areas with no such colonial pasts or any dominant foreign language, with the prominent progress of 
globalization, acquiring English as a global language enable them to participate in international activities and 
accomplish more in both work and life. Despite sharp contextual differences, English learners from all the 
contexts, are all motivated to acquire the target language and given the opportunities to use it. While the behavior 
of learning, which produces the human capital, is greatly driven by instrumental factors (Gardner & Lambert, 
1972; Gao et al., 2007), it is the behavior of using the acquired language and the allowing contexts that enable 
the learner to achieve those instrumental purposes.  

5. Conclusion 

With large-scale survey data from 14 East and Southeast Asian countries and areas, this paper examines the 
influence of English proficiency on personal accomplishment, and especially, explores the role of income, career 
development, quality of life as well as international involvement in the focal relationship. Empirical results show 
that English proficiency positively impacts personal accomplishment, and that the effect is partly mediated by 
the integrated variable of income, career development and quality of life, and is positively moderated by 
international involvement.  

With such findings, the current paper presents important theoretical and practical implications. From the 
theoretical perspective, it contributes to the extant literature in three aspects. First, this paper further confirms the 
influence of English proficiency on personal accomplishment with large-scale data from different countries and 
areas, and thus expand and generalize findings from extant literature. While previous studies have generally 
taken income as the end of the effect chain, and are more or less limited by data within the national boundary, the 
current study expands the chain to personal accomplishment, which stands high atop Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs (Maslow, 1943) and well explains people’s motivation in English learning, and proves the linkage with 
valid data from 14 countries and areas. Second, with a discussion about the mediation of income, career 
development and quality of life, and the moderation of international involvement, this paper deepens our 
understanding about how English proficiency exerts influence on accomplishment and related factors, and thus 
contributes to the literature on English proficiency, especially the literature on its effect. Finally, while prior 
studies were generally set in the immigration labor market in developed countries or the domestic market of a 
few developing countries with colonial past, we set the current study in the domestic market of Asian countries 
and areas, and manages to explore and explain the English learning boom in Asia. Especially, while in most of 
the investigated areas, English has never been as dominant as national lingua francs in history and today, the 
instrumentality of learning English still exists. Therefore, this paper not only enriches extant literature with 
generalized empirical findings and in-depth analysis, but also paves ways for future work by extending the 
research chain and expanding the research context.  

This paper also presents important practical implications, mainly for English learning and teaching as well as 
acquisition planning. With valid empirical data, this paper discloses and confirms the positive effect of English 
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proficiency on personal accomplishment, and thus motivates English learners to improve their language skills for 
the instrumental ends. The motivational instrumentality will be quite useful and effective in the education of 
FEL/ESL, both learning and teaching. Furthermore, the positive moderation of international involvement shows 
that it is necessary and useful to expose English learners to all kinds of international activities, which give them 
opportunities not only to improve their language skills, but also to strengthen the instrumental functions of the 
acquired language competence. Globalization makes it possible and quite convenient to supply learners with 
such opportunities, and drivers EFL/ESL practitioners to develop socially relevant pedagogies (Markee, 2000; 
Warschauer, 2000) by employing such opportunities.  

It must be noted that there are limitations in the current study. First of all, for the design of the AsiaBarometer 
Survey, measurements of the major variables are based on the respondents’ subjective assessment. While the 
Likert-type scale is widely proved valid and reliable and frequently employed in operationalizing various social 
variables (Matell & Jacoby, 1972; Maurer & Pierce, 1998), objective evaluation of English proficiency, personal 
accomplishment and other important variables will surely improve the validity and reliability of the research. 
Also, for the limited availability of AsiaBarometer database, our empirical analysis is just based on the data from 
the 2006 and 2007 surveys. While the relationship between English proficiency and personal accomplishment is 
quite stable and may even get strengthened with the progress of globalization, updated data will surely provide 
evidences that are more compatible with the social and economic dynamics of the research context and bring us 
more enriched understanding of the focal relationship. Thus, further work is expected to improve such 
limitations.  
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