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1. Introduction 

The present Global Directions in Language Travel report is the third in a series of survey reports 

published each year by ALTO, based on the results of the annual ALTO Member Survey. ALTO is 

the only global trade association where agents and schools share membership in the same 

organisation. This puts members in a unique position to draw on each others’ knowledge, 

experience and professional expertise. The Global Directions in Language Travel reports map out 

the collective expectations and forecasts of ALTO Members and represent an annual snapshot of 

our industry. 

Very little market intelligence on the global language travel industry is available. The publication 

of the Global Directions in Language Travel reports provides the industry with a benchmarking 

opportunity and a tool to make informed business decisions. I would like to commend the ALTO 

Member organisations who took part in the survey and thereby added to the body of knowledge 

on the industry. 

On behalf of the ALTO Executive Board I am proud to present the results of the 2006 ALTO 

Member Survey in this, the third Global Directions in Language Travel report. 

 
Ms Santuza Bicalho  

ALTO Chairperson  

2. Methodology 

The 2006 ALTO Member Survey was conducted in January-May 2006. Responses were collected 

using the ALTO Surveyor tool which offered respondents complete anonymity. 188 Members 

were invited by email to complete the survey online and 48 organisations participated, which 

gives a response rate of 26%. Not all questions were answered by all respondents and the 

sample sizes listed throughout the report refer to the number of respondents who answered the 

corresponding questions. The survey contained only two mandatory questions, namely 1) the 

country where the respondent organisation is based and 2) the type of organisation.  

In some tables and charts the percentages may not add up to a total of 100%. There are two 

possible reasons: 1) Rounding effect, when decimals are rounded to the nearest whole number 

or 2) multiple answers, where respondents had the option to select more than one answer. 

ALTO membership is comprised of language travel agents, schools, associations and suppliers, 

i.e. organisations that supply services to member agents and schools, such as insurance 



ALTO Member Survey 2006  Global Directions in Language Travel 

 Page 3 

companies or accommodation providers. The survey sample largely corresponded to the actual 

membership in ALTO. 

Figure 1: Survey sample and actual ALTO membership split by organisation type 

 Sample Actual 

Agent only 31% 30% 

School only 54% 49% 

Both agent and school 10% 12% 

Association 4% 7% 

Supplier 2% 2% 

 

Schools were slightly over-represented while associations were slightly under-represented in the 

survey sample. 

Many of the questions in the survey were conditional questions, i.e. questions that were asked 

depending on respondents’ previous answers. Consequently different types of organisations 

responded to different sets of questions. The data is presented accordingly due to the inherent 

differences between agents and schools. Those organisations who are both an agent and a 

school were asked to respond to agent questions, as well as school questions. Consequently their 

answers are presented as either agent or school responses. 

3. Sample Demographics 

Geographic Distribution 

The majority (63%) of responding organisations are based in Europe with 19% in North America. 

Again, the sample corresponds largely to the actual ALTO membership. It should be noted that 

most of the larger organisations who responded have branch offices and/or schools in several 

countries around the world.  

Figure 2: Geographic distribution of survey sample and actual ALTO membership 

 Sample Actual 

Europe 63% 61% 

North America 19% 17% 

South & Central America 8% 9% 

Asia Pacific 8% 11% 

Africa & Middle East 2% 3% 

 

Number of Staff 

Respondents were asked to state the number of persons employed full-time at their organisation. 

The majority (41%) reported that they have less than 10 employees and a considerable portion 

(17%) reported that they have over 100 full-time employees. No distinction was made in the 
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survey between independent schools and school chains; however, it would be safe to assume 

that most of those schools who reported over 100 employees are school chains. 

Figure 3: Number of full-time employees at respondent organisations 

Number of Employees
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The dotted-line bars show the results presented in last year’s 2005 Global Directions in Language 

Travel Report. 

There is no clear pattern in the sizes of different types of organisations. Agents and schools are 

distributed evenly in the different size categories. The only significant difference (which is not 

shown in figure 3) is that a larger share of schools than agents reported 26-50 employees. 

Number of Students 

Responding schools enrolled a total of 60,987 students and responding agents sent 33,190 

students on language courses in 2005. 

The average number of students reported by agents grew by 6% in 2005 compared with 2004, 

while schools experienced a decline of 21% during the same period. 

The volume of students sent or received by respondent organisations varies a great deal. For this 

reason, the highest and lowest numbers reported in each range were taken out in order to 

improve the accuracy of the data shown in figure 4 below. For example, the highest number of 

inbound students reported in 2004 was 21,500 persons, which is more than double of the second 

highest number, i.e. 10,000 students. 

Figure 4: Number of students at respondent organisations in 2004 and 2005. 

 Agents Schools 

 2004 2005 2004 2005 

Average 1,734 1,844 2,497 2,064 

Range 50 - 4500 15 – 4,880 700 – 10,000 300 – 8,000 

Median 1,200 807 1,500 1,500 

Sample Size 20 16 21 25 
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The charts below (figures 5 and 6) show a graphic representation of the student volume at 

responding organisations. The majority of agents (56%) responding to the survey sent less than 

1,000 students in 2005. Around one third of responding schools enrolled between 1,000 and 

2,000 students in both 2004 and 2005. 

Figures 5 and 6: Respondent organisations split by student volume 
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Language Travel Share of Turnover 

Respondents were asked to estimate the percentage share of their turnover that came from 

language travel products and services in 2005.  

Figure 7: Language travel products and services’ share of total turnover in 2005 

 Agents Schools Overall 

Average 60.7% 86.2% 77.7% 

Range 1 - 100% 20 - 100% 1 – 100% 

Median 70% 100% 96% 

Sample Size 20 31 45 

 

The results indicate that ALTO members relied slightly more on the language travel segment of 

their business in 2005 compared with 2004. In 2004, language travel products represented 58% 

and 76% of total turnover on average for agents and schools respectively and these shares both 

grew in 2005. The greatest shift has occurred for schools where the average share grew from 

76% to 86.2%. 

In 2005, more than half of the responding schools relied 100% on language travel, as indicated 

above by the median.  
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4. Student Profile 

Student Age Groups 

Schools and agents were asked to split their student population into six different age groups and 

figures 8 and 9 show the averages of all the reported percentage shares. The results indicate that 

the average age of students was lower in 2005 than in 2004 at both agent and school 

organisations.  

In 2004, less than half (45%) of outbound students were under 21 years old. In 2005, the 

balance had shifted so that 57% of students sent by agents were under 21 years old. The same 

shift occurred at schools where 42% of students were under 21 years old in 2004. In 2005, 53% 

of enrolled students were under the age of 21. 

Figures 8 and 9: Distribution of students by age groups in 2004 and 2005  
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Schools - Student Age Groups
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Duration of Study 

Respondents were asked to state the average duration of study at their organisation and figure 

10 below shows that the students at 48% of responding organisations studied for 2-4 weeks on 

average. Short term is still the most popular length of study among language students. However, 

respondents reported that a growing proportion of students were studying for longer periods of 

time in 2005 compared with 2004.  
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Figure 10: Average duration of study at respondent organisations 
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The figure above shows the collective responses from both agents and schools. However, there 

are slight differences to be noted between the answers given by agents and schools. The figures 

below were arrived at by dividing the total number of student weeks reported with the total 

number of students. It is interesting to note that the increase in study duration occurred only for 

schools, while agents actually saw a slight decline in study duration among the students they 

sent in 2005 compared with 2004. 

Figure 11: Average duration of study at responding agents and schools, 2004 and 2005 

 Agents Schools 

2004 6.3 weeks 4.1 weeks 

2005 6.0 weeks 5.2 weeks 

 

5. Student Mobility 

Source Countries 

Responding schools were asked to list their top five source countries and 64% (or 18 out of 28) 

nominated Japan as one of their top five countries for student recruitment. The second most 

frequently mentioned source country was Spain, which was listed as a top five source country by 

39% (or 11 out of 28) of responding schools. Germany was third and Brazil was fourth together 

with Italy and Korea. 
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Figure 12: Countries nominated by respondent schools as top five sources of students 

Leading Source Countries 2006
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Note: The following countries were listed but received less than 

four nominations from respondent schools: Argentina, Australia, 

Austria, Chile, Colombia, Czech Republic, Ireland, Kazakhstan, 

Saudi Arabia, Sweden, Taiwan, Thailand and Turkey 

There are a few shifts to be noted when comparing the results from the 2005 ALTO Member 

Survey with this year’s results. In 2005 the United States was listed as the third main 

destination and this year the U.S. dropped to number 12 on the list of main source countries.  

Switzerland overtook the United States, France, Mexico and the Russian Federation and is 

number seven on the list of main source countries this year; up from number eleven last year. 

Spain went from fourth place to second place as a source for students this year and has now 

overtaken Germany. This should not be taken as an indication that the position of Germany as a 

major source country for language students is in decline. Respondents were also asked to 

estimate the growth/decline in the number of students they expect to receive in January-April 

2006 compared to the year before. The number of students from Germany was expected to grow 

by 11% on average, while student numbers from Spain were only expected to grow by 6% on 

average. 

Figure 13 below shows the average growth expected from major source countries. Note that only 

source countries for which five or more estimates were submitted are included in order to 

improve the accuracy of the average numbers. 
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Figure 13: Expected average growth in student numbers from eight leading source countries 

(January-April 2006 compared with January-April 2005) 

Source Country Expected growth 

France + 35% 

Korea + 27% 

Brazil + 26% 

Germany + 11% 

Japan + 8% 

Italy + 7% 

Switzerland + 7% 

Spain + 6% 

Destinations 

Agents were also asked to list their top five destination countries. The United Kingdom was 

listed most frequently by respondents. 79% (15 out of 19) nominated the UK as one of their five 

major destinations. Spain and the United States shared second place with nominations from 

58% of respondents. 

Last year, in 2005, the top three destinations were the UK, Spain and France, however, France 

was listed less frequently than the United States and Canada this year and shares fourth place 

with Australia as a main destination country. 

Figure 14: Top five destinations nominated by respondent agent organisations 
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Note: Argentina, Chile, Costa Rica and Japan were nominated 

only one time each by respondents as a top five destination. 

Agents were asked to state the expected average growth in student numbers for major 

destinations in January-April 2006 compared to the same period in 2005. Only destinations for 
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which five or more estimates were submitted are included in figure 15 below in order to improve 

the accuracy of the average numbers. 

Figure 15: Expected average growth in student numbers for seven leading destination countries 

(January-April 2006 compared with January-April 2005) 

Destination Expected growth 

United Kingdom + 24% 

Australia + 21% 

United States + 21% 

Canada + 15% 

Spain + 15% 

France + 14% 

Malta + 14% 

 

All respondents were asked to nominate the one destination country they believe will receive the 

largest increase in the number of students it hosts over the next three years. It was noted that 

the nominated destination could be either a traditional or an emerging destination. Figure 16 

below shows the percentage of respondents who nominated each destination. 

Figure 16: Percentage of respondents nominating destinations 

Destination Respondents (%) 

Australia 20% 

United States 15% 

China 13% 

Spain 10% 

Canada 8% 

United Kingdom 8% 

Brazil 5% 

Russian Federation 5% 

Argentina 3% 

Costa Rica 3% 

France 3% 

Germany 3% 

Italy 3% 

Mexico 3% 

New Zealand 3% 

Sample Size 40 

 

Respondents predicted that Australia will attract the highest number of language students over 

the next three years. This was also the result of last year’s 2005 ALTO Member Survey when 

agent respondents were asked to nominate the destination country they believed would receive 

the largest increase in student numbers over the next several years. 
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6. Products and Services 

On average, language travel products and services constituted 77.7% of turnover for respondent 

organisations in 2005. Half of the responding agents relied 70% or more on language travel and 

half of the responding schools relied 100% on language travel. For any business involved in 

language travel it is critical to know where the market is heading. New types of products are 

emerging and many language travel schools and agents are diversifying their product range, 

course types and services. The sections below will look at trends within the language travel 

industry relating to different types of products and services. 

Popularity Forecast of Language Courses 

Respondents were asked to predict the popularity of six different types of language courses over 

the next three years. There were three options available to select for each type: More popular, 

same or less popular. Figure 17 below shows the respondents’ forecast of the popularity for the 

six course types. 

Figure 17: Six types of language courses by predicted popularity  

Popularity of Course Types 2006-2009
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The highest expectations were listed for online courses and business language courses. More 

than half of the respondents believed that these two types of courses would increase in 

popularity.  
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The result for Exam Preparation Courses is similar to the result for intensive courses with the 

highest percentage of respondents believing that the popularity of exam preparation courses 

would remain the same over the next three years. 

The lowest expectations were listed for long-term courses with close to a third of respondents 

believing that this type would become less popular over the next three years. 

Comparison with results from 2005 

Respondents were also asked last year to predict which of the above mentioned course types 

(except Exam Preparation) would increase in popularity. Last year only 18% and 22% of 

respondents believed that online courses and business language courses respectively would 

become more popular. The vast majority of respondents (62%) expected that intensive language 

courses would become more popular over the next couple of years. This year expectations were 

not quite as high with regards to intensive courses and only a third of respondents predicted that 

this type of programme would become more popular. This may be an indication that intensive 

courses have become such a mature product type that respondents may not see much potential 

for additional growth. Most ALTO members offer intensive courses, and short-term programmes 

form a large part of members’ product portfolio as shown in figure 10 on page 7.  

In 2005 respondents were also asked which types of courses would become less popular and the 

results were very similar to this year. In 2005, 31% of respondents believed that long-term 

courses would become less popular, which is very similar to the 32% of respondents who 

believed the same in 2006. The main changes to note are that in 2006 fewer respondents 

believed that online courses and business language courses would become less popular. 

Figure 18   

Comparison of courses expected to become less 
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Diversification of Products and Services 

A considerable part of respondent organisations rely entirely on language travel products and 

services. However, many of them have also expanded (or will expand) their product range in 

order to cater to a growing demand for products and services other than language courses, such 

as work experience programmes or career development courses. 

A survey was conducted this year among the members of GWEA1 (Global Work Experience 

Association), which revealed that close to half of the responding organisations had language 

travel as their core business. 50 organisations hold membership in both ALTO and GWEA. They 

represent 27% and 39% of all the members in ALTO and GWEA respectively. By this measure 

there is a clear link between the language travel and work experience industries.  

The connection is even more apparent by another measure, namely the past three ALTO Member 

Surveys which have all pointed in the same direction: Language travel organisations are 

increasingly diversifying their product range to include work experience programmes. 

Figure 19 
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1 GWEA was established in 2002 and is ALTO’s “sister association” for organisations in the work 

experience industry. 
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Figure 19 above show the percentage of respondents in 2006 (compared with 2005) who 

believed that these products and services would become increasingly popular in the language 

travel industry. Note that Volunteer / Community Service Programmes was not included on the 

list of options in the 2005 Survey. 

Work experience programmes were, not surprisingly, the highest ranking product type. The 

biggest difference in responses between 2005 and 2006 occurred for career development 

courses. 54% of respondents believed that this product type would become more popular and 

this represents a growth of 18% compared with the answers provided in the 2005 Survey.  

The other considerable shift to note is the increase in expectations for high school programmes. 

The percentage of respondents who expect this product type to become increasingly popular 

grew from 20% in 2005 to 35% in 2006. 

Comparison with results from 2004 

The results from 2004 are not directly comparable with the results from 2005-2006 since 

respondents were asked in 2004 which product types they planned to offer in 2004-2006. 

However, the results from 2004 support the findings from the 2005 and 2006 Surveys. In 2004, 

work experience ranked highest with 24% of respondents. Second highest was career 

development courses which 21% were planning to introduce at that time. A closer look at the 

results revealed differences in the responses made by agents and schools. A higher percentage of 

schools (30%) than agents (13%) indicated that they planned to offer work experience product 

types. For high school programmes it was the other way around with a higher percentage of 

agents (17%) than schools (4%) planning to offer this type of product. 

Forecast of Growth Rates 

Respondents were asked to estimate the annual industry growth rates, year on year, for a period 

of three years. The question was asked in each of the ALTO Member Surveys conducted in 2004, 

2005 and 2006. In general, agents have been more optimistic in their forecasts. Schools have 

made more conservative estimates for both their own organisations and the language travel 

market in general.  

Language travel market in general 

The figures below show the estimated growth rates for the language travel industry in general as 

they were made in 2004, 2005 and 2006. 
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Figure 20 and 21: Comparison of estimated growth rates for the language travel industry in 

general 

Agents 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

2004 Survey 18% 16% 16%   

2005 Survey  12% 9% 8%  

2006 Survey   10% 11% 10% 

 

Schools 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

2004 Survey 9% 11% 11%   

2005 Survey  6% 8% 8%  

2006 Survey   7% 8% 7% 

 

Expectations were high in 2004 with agents predicting 18% growth in the language travel 

industry for 2004 and 16% growth in 2005 and in 2006. The 2004 Global Directions in Language 

Travel Report concluded that “ALTO members expect the language travel industry to recover 

strongly” from business decline in 2003. Respondents in 2004 were asked to state the growth 

rates for 2003 (i.e. the year before) and the answers from agents and schools were 6% and 4% 

respectively. This is a clear indication of the low level of business that year. 

In 2006 agents were still more optimistic in their outlook than the schools were. The differences 

are, however, no longer as great as in 2004 and 2005. 

Growth rates at respondent organisations 

All respondents have a considerably more optimistic outlook when it comes to making forecasts 

for growth in their own organisations rather than in the industry at large.  

In 2004 respondents were not asked to estimate growth rates for their own organisation so these 

figures are not available. Responses from the 2005 and 2006 Surveys are listed below 

Figure 22 and 23: Comparison of estimated growth rates at respondent organisations 

Agents 2005 2006 2007 2008 

2005 Survey 21% 15% 16%   

2006 Survey   17% 15% 15% 

 

Schools 2005 2006 2007 2008 

2005 Survey 11% 9% 10%   

2006 Survey   10% 11% 11% 

 

In 2006 agents are expecting a slight decline in business from 17% growth in 2006 to 15% 

growth in 2007 and 2008. Schools, on the other hand, are expecting higher growth rates in 2007 

and 2008 compared to 2006. 
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In 2005 agents also expected considerably lower growth rates 2006 and 2007 compared with 

2005. 

7. Marketing and Business 

Marketing Issues 

Respondents were asked to state what they believe to be the most important issues that their 

organisation needs to address from a marketing perspective. Agents and schools had very similar 

responses to this question with only slight differences to be noted: 56% of schools and only 45% 

of agents felt that defining/building brand image was one of the most important marketing issues 

to be addressed.  

Overall, product diversification was ranked considerably higher than product consolidation.  

Figure 24: Most important issues to be addressed from a marketing perspective 

 Agents Schools 

Product diversification 55% 53% 

Product consolidation 35% 34% 

Defining/building brand image 45% 56% 

Improving communication strategy 50% 50% 

Sample Size 20 32 

 

Agent / School Relations 

The majority of respondent schools will focus on expanding their agent network in 2006/2007. 

Less than one third of schools said that they will focus on consolidating their agent network “in 

the next 12-18 months”. 

Figure 25: Schools’ focus in relation to their network of agents 

Schools' Focus on Agent Network
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Sample size=23
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The vast majority of agents, on the other hand, said that they will focus on retaining / developing 

existing partnerships rather than finding new partner schools in the next 12-18 months. 

Figure 26: Agents’ focus in relation to their network of schools 

Agents' Focus on School Network
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Recruitment Sources 

The results of the ALTO Member survey indicate that in 2006 schools rely more heavily on 

international agents than in 2005 and that agents rely less on internet bookings. 

Schools 

In 2005 schools reported that 58% of their students on average were recruited from international 

agents. In 2006 the share grew to 68% on average. Schools reported a lower level of internet 

recruitment in 2006 compared with 2005, so that only 13% of students were recruited directly via 

internet in 2006. 

Figure 27: Distribution of students by recruitment channels at schools 

Schools' Recruitment Sources

68%

13%

9%

5%

2%

2%

58%

19%

5%

5%

4%

8%

International Agents

Direct via Internet

Walk-ins / Local Bookings

Domestic Agents

Recruitment Events

Other

2006

2005

 



ALTO Member Survey 2006  Global Directions in Language Travel 

 Page 18 

Agents 

Agents also reported a decline in internet bookings from 35% in 2005 to 26% in 2006. The main 

source of recruitment was referrals (31%). 28% of students were recruited through other 

channels than the four channels listed below in figure 28. No respondents specified which other 

channels they referred to. However, it should be noted that walk-ins / local bookings were not 

included on the list of options. 

Figure 28: Distribution of students by recruitment channels at language travel agents 
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Other Activities 

Many respondent organisations are involved in other activities apart from marketing and 

recruitment to help maximise their potential and make informed business decisions. 48% of 

respondents invested in human resources and organised professional development seminars for 

staff.  

Figure 29: Percentage of respondents involved in Other Activities 

Other Activities at Respondent Organisations
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48% of respondents were involved in conducting student surveys and the majority of those 

organisations who conduct student surveys ask all their students to complete a questionnaire, 

rather than conducting an annual survey. The student questionnaires focus on customer 

satisfaction and many respondents also ask for the students’ reason for choosing a particular 
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course/programme. Other questions asked by respondents when they conduct student surveys 

are e.g. the students’ satisfaction with host families and/or teacher evaluations. 

46% of respondents stated that they collect market data/statistics. 

8. Summation 

• Responding schools enrolled a total of 60,987 students and responding agents sent 

33,190 students on language courses in 2005. 

• The average number of students reported by agents grew by 6% in 2005 compared 

with 2004, while schools experienced a decline of 21% during the same period. 

• The results indicate that the average age of students was lower in 2005 than in 2004 at 

both agent and school organisations. In 2004, 44% of students were under 21 years 

old. In 2005, 55% were under 21 years old. 

• The average duration of study was slightly longer in 2005 compared with 2004. 

However, the increase in study duration occurred only for schools, while agents actually 

saw a slight decline in study duration among the students they sent in 2005 compared 

with 2004. 

• Japan was the leading source country, followed by Spain, Germany, Brazil, Italy and 

Korea. 

• United Kingdom was the leading destination followed by Spain, United States, Canada, 

Australia and France. 

• More than half of the respondents expected that Online Courses and Business Language 

Courses will become more popular over the next three years. Almost a third of 

respondents expected that Long-term Courses will become less popular 

• Language travel organisations are increasingly diversifying their product range to include 

work experience programmes. 78% of respondents believe that work experience 

programmes will become increasingly popular in the language travel industry. 

• Agents are expecting 17% average growth in their business in 2006 and 15% growth in 

both 2007 and 2008. Schools are expecting 10% growth in 2006 and 11% in 2007 and 

2008. 

• Agents predicted 10-11% growth for the industry in general for each of the years 2006, 

2007 and 2008. Schools were not as optimistic and predicted 7-8% on average for each 

of the three years. 
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• Respondents ranked Product diversification considerably higher than product 

consolidation as the most important issues that their organisation needs to address from 

a marketing perspective.  

• The majority of respondent schools will focus on expanding their agent network in 

2006/2007. Less than one third of schools said that they will focus on consolidating their 

agent network “in the next 12-18 months”. The vast majority of agents, on the other 

hand, said that they will focus on retaining / developing existing partnerships rather 

than finding new partner schools in the next 12-18 months. 

• The results indicate that schools rely more heavily on international agents for student 

recruitment than last year and that agents rely less on internet bookings. 

• Almost half of respondents organise professional development seminars for staff, 

conduct student surveys and collect market data/statistics. 




