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Section 1.
Introduction

The General Assembly has consistently underlined the importance of multilingualism in achieving 
the goals of the Organization, as set out in the Charter of the United Nations. 

The General Assembly has recognized that “multilingualism is an enabler of multilateral diplomacy 
and that it contributes to the promotion of the values of the United Nations, as well as the faith 
of our peoples in the purposes and principles enshrined in its Charter” and that “multilingualism 
promotes unity in diversity and international understanding, tolerance and dialogue”.1

In addition, the United Nations “pursues multilingualism as a means of promoting, protecting and 
preserving diversity of languages and cultures globally, as well as of improving the efficiency, 
performance and transparency of the Organization”.2 

The aim of this Strategic Framework is to support the mainstreaming of multilingualism, which is 
embedded in the United Nations Values and Behaviours Framework under the value of inclusion 
and is recognized by the General Assembly as a core value of the Organization that contributes 
to achieving the goals of the United Nations, as set out in Article 1 of the Charter,3 by integrating 
language considerations into every aspect of the Secretariat’s work.4 The Framework’s scope 
encompasses all areas of work of the Secretariat, including its interactions with global and local 
communities and its role as an employer committed to providing a diverse, fair and inclusive 
work environment. In this regard, the challenge for the Secretariat is to organize its multilingual 
workplaces in a manner that respects diversity, while ensuring an efficient, results-oriented and 
transparent allocation of resources at Headquarters, offices away 

https://hr.un.org/sites/hr.un.org/files/English-Values%20and%20Behaviours%20Framework_Final_0.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter
https://www.ohchr.org/en/human-rights/universal-declaration/translations/english
https://www.undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=a%2Fres%2F76%2F268&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/9
https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/101A-B
https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/328
https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/289
https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/288
https://undocs.org/A/RES/72/161
https://undocs.org/A/RES/72/313
https://undocs.org/A/RES/73/161
https://undocs.org/A/RES/73/210
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Mandate and approach 

In 2020, the Joint Inspection Unit recommended that “the legislative or governing bodies of the 
United  Nations system organizations should request the executive heads of their respective 
organizations that have not yet done so, to prepare a strategic policy framework for multilingualism, 
accompanied by administrative and operational guidelines for its implementation, and submit this 
for adoption by the end of 2022” (see JIU/REP/2020/6).9 The General Assembly had also called for 
the development of a coherent Secretariat-wide policy framework on multilingualism in 2017 (see 
resolution 71/328) and 2019 (see resolution 73/346), reiterating that call in 2022 (see resolution 
76/268).

Although the Joint Inspection Unit recommended the preparation of a strategic policy framework, 
within the United Nation䔀lu�s�on 
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Section 2.
Serving a multilingual international 
community 

Providing a platform where the multilingual international community can come together to 
cooperate, collaborate and negotiate and responding to the needs of diverse local communities, 
while upholding the principles of equality and cost-effectiveness, are fundamental aspects of the 
work of the United Nations. This has implications for the Organization’s language regime and all 
aspects of talent management, including workforce planning, recruitment, learning and career 
development. 

QhὌekcn"cpf"yqtmkpi"ncpiwcigu

An estimated 8,000 languages are spoken around the world.11 Of those, six (Arabic, Chinese, 
English, French, Russian and Spanish) have been adopted by the General Assembly as the 
official languages of the United Nations. These are the languages used by United Nations organs 
and bodies in their official proceedings and in which their official documents are issued. All 
language versions of documents are uploaded simultaneously on the Official Document System, 
for example,12

�cuments 
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between English and the other official – and working – languages has been observed across the 
Secretariat and noted by the General Assembly in successive resolutions17 under different agenda 
items, as well as by the Joint Inspection Unit,18 the Board of Auditors19 and the Secretary-General 
in administrative issuances.20

17	 On questions relating to information, multilingualism, the pattern of conferences and cooperation between the United Nations and 
the International Organization of la Francophonie.

18	 See JIU/REP/2002/11 and JIU/REP/2011/4, in particular
19	 See 



The Secretariat supports multilateral proceedings and deliberations and plays a key role in drafting, 
implementing and monitoring policies at the global, regional or local level. Accordingly, the 
Organization needs to have access to and process information from a wide range of geographical 
locations and cultural backgrounds. It also needs to deliver information in multiple languages to 
reach its target audiences. These tasks require the capacity to understand, analyse and process 
a variety of inputs in different languages, including non-official languages, as operational needs 
require. 

The work of the Organization also requires the capacity 
to deliver information to linguistically diverse audiences 
and create outputs in different languages. The official 
languages play a prominent role in this regard, especially 
in relation to conference management. Indeed, for 
practical and financial reasons, the Secretariat is limited 
to using the official languages for intergovernmental 
documentation and proceedings and the mandated 
working languages for internal communications. 
However, additional language skills and capacity are also 
needed to address the expectations of the Organization’s 

diverse audiences in other contexts. The Secretariat is 
expected to meet such language needs, either indirectly, 

through interpretation and translation services provided 
by trained language professionals or with the assistance of 

language tools, or directly, through the language skills of its staff in 
the relevant work units. Indeed, direct exchanges with stakeholders and 

communities, using individual language skills, are a contributing factor in establishing strong 
working relationships based on mutual trust and understanding and are deemed essential by the 
General Assembly.21 The ability of Secretariat staff to communicate effectively in more than one 
language is therefore of indisputable value: it facilitates better interactions with stakeholders and 
local communities and enhances collaboration with individuals and groups from diverse cultures. 

21	 See, for example, resolution 71/263 on human resources management, para. 11 (“Acknowledges that the interaction of the 
United Nations with the local population in the field is essential and that language skills constitute an important element of the 
selection and training processes, and therefore affirms that good command of the official language or languages spoken in the 
country of residence should be taken into account as an additional asset during those processes”), and subsequent resolutions 
on multilingualism.

Since language 
is present, one way 

or another, in all aspects 
of internal and external 
communications at the 

United Nations, the languages 
that the Secretariat workforce 

uses, or does not use, 
affect its impact and 

performance.
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http://undocs.org/S/RES/528(1982)
https://undocs.org/a/res/3190(xxviii)
https://undocs.org/a/res/3189(xxviii)
https://undocs.org/A/RES/35/219
https://undocs.org/s/res/345(1974)
https://undocs.org/E/1982/82
https://undocs.org/a/res/2(i)
https://undocs.org/a/res/2(i)
https://undocs.org/S/96
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2F96&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://undocs.org/a/res/247(III)
http://www.un.org/en/library/whyitmatters
https://undocs.org/S/RES/263 (1969)
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A%2FRES%2F2479%2520(XXIII)&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
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Linguistic diversity and potential language-based  
disadvantages

There are three 



Language as a potential 
source of discrimination

“Everyone is entitled to all the 
rights and freedoms set forth in this 

Declaration, without distinction of any 
kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, 

religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, property, birth 

or other status.”
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

art. 2

Expecting local communities 



Ncpiwcig"umknnu"cpf"ncpiwcig"ngctpkpi"pggfu

As the world becomes more globalized and interconnected, language skills have become 
increasingly crucial in the Secretariat."Kpxguvkpi"kp"ncpiwcig"umknnu broadens career opportunities 
and"dtkpiu"vcpikdng"dgpgὌvu"vq"vjg"Qticpk|cvkqp, enabling individuals to work in different countries 
and duty stations with specific language requirements, thus contributing to the objectives of the 



•	 Will translation and interpretation be needed? If so, from and into 
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Section 3. 
Multilingualism: challenges and  
opportunities

A comprehensive review of multilingualism at the United Nations, based on an analysis of existing 
mandates, policies, regulations, practices and oversight body recommendations, as well as 
insights collected from Secretariat entities and staff, was conducted in 2022.27 The main findings, 
which reveal the multilingual character of the Organization’s operations and staff, as well as areas 
and opportunities for improvement, are presented by topic below.

Multilingualism in action 

The United Nations uses multiple platforms, digital and traditional, to build support for its goals, 
purposes and work across the three pillars of peace and security, development and human rights. 
It reaches millions of people with trusted, 



specific mandates, and there is a lack of guidance – and dedicated resources – to appropriately 
fulfil the needs of clients in terms of language of communication, whether at the global or local 
level. As a result, translation and localization tasks are often performed by untrained staff or 
sometimes outsourced to external volunteers or donors. 

The Secretariat’s ability to process information sources in all six official languages, on an equal 
footing, may also be affected by the significant disparities across official languages observed by 
the General Assembly in language requirements in job openings.31

31	 Resolution 76/268, para. 72 (“Notes the significant disparities across official languages observed in language requirements in the 
job openings published on Inspira, encourages the development and the implementation of the guidelines on setting language 
requirements in future job openings, and requests the Secretary-General to report thereon at the seventy eighth session of the 
General Assembly”).

https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/288


As for local languages, the General Assembly has recognized the importance of communicating 
with local populations in the field and affirmed that a good command of the official language or 
languages spoken in the country of residence is an asset.32 Field missions should be able to interact 
with local populations to better serve them, which involves adequate language competence, 
including, where applicable, in languages other than the working languages. Most field missions 
operate in an environment where one or more United Nations languages are prevalent, such as 
Arabic in Northern Africa and Western Asia or Spanish in Latin America. These languages of regional 
relevance are used for a wide range of purposes. They may be used as procedural languages 
during meetings, often in combination with one or both Secretariat-wide working languages 
(English and French). They also play an important role in interactions with local stakeholders, 
including authorities, civil society, vendors and locally recruited personnel. Qualitative analysis 
showed, however, that staff with key responsibilities sometimes lacked adequate proficiency in 
those official languages of regional or local relevance and that competence in those languages 
was not consistently required upon recruitment. This can result in organizational challenges, 
efficiency losses and substantial translation and/or interpretation costs.

Ownvknkpiwcnkuo"cpf"vjg"Wpkvgf꞊Pcvkqpu"Xcnwgu"cpf" 
Dgjcxkqwtu"Htcogyqtm

Launched in 2021, the Secretariat-wide United Nations Values and Behaviours Framework sets 
out an organizational culture that is both current and aspirational. Multilingualism is embedded 
in the Framework under the value of inclusion, given its recognition as one 



Language competence also plays a pivotal role in terms of the behaviour expected of staff under 
the Framework. To “connect and collaborate” effectively, staff at all levels are invited to “seek out 
opportunities for collaboration with others, using language … skills to the fullest”. To “deliver results 
with positive impact”, they are invited to “take advantage of … language skills to deliver results and 
maximize impact”. All staff are further called upon to “demonstrate a commitment to language 
learning and multilingualism” under “Learn and develop”, and senior managers are called upon to 
“promote and provide resources for learning opportunities that support the development of an 
agile, multidisciplinary, values-driven and multilingual workforce”. Moreover, while not mentioned 
explicitly, language skills will be needed by all staff to “gather, analyse and evaluate data from a 
wide and diverse range of credible sources in order to define the problem and inform evidence-
based decision-making” under “Analyse and plan”.

Ownvknkpiwcnkuo"kp"vjg"yqtmrnceg





Figure 3. Respondents’ rating of eight statements about language diversity and inclusion at the 
United Nations, 2022 staff survey on multilingualism

In total, 36.3 per cent of respondents also said that they had experienced or witnessed language-
based or accent-based discrimination/disadvantage/prejudice  		 wnedsed 



Figure 4. Respondents’ experience with language/accent-based discrimination, disadvantage or 
prejudice or with language/accent-based privilege or preferential treatment, 2022 staff survey on 
multilingualism

In addition to English being listed as a requirement in nearly all job openings (unlike the other 
working or official languages), staff selection processes, including interviews, are, according to the 
consultations in thematic subgroups and bilateral meetings, also generally conducted in English. 
In other words, English is generally used as the medium of communication for assessing whether 
candidates meet eligibility or suitability criteria. While language requirements are determined on 
the basis of job functions, this may unintentionally privilege applicants with English as their main 
language.

A perceived unequal treatment among applicants and among staff based on their linguistic 
profiles was reported, respectively, by 33 per cent and 31 per cent of respondents in the 2022 
staff survey on multilingualisml





Ncpiwcig"umknnu"cuuguuogpv"fwtkpi"uvchh"ugngevkqp
The desk review and consultation process demonstrated a need for a standardized procedure 
across the Secretariat37 to ensure the consistent assessment of language competence. The 2022 
staff survey on multilingualism showed that competency-based interviews were the method most 
used by hiring managers to assess language skills, especially in languages other than English. This 
raises questions about the reliability of such assessments, however, given the lack of common 
assessment methods (e.g. criteria and scoring grids) for evaluating applicants’ competence in 
an accurate, consistent and nuanced manner. Guidance is needed to assist hiring managers in 
determining minimum language requirements for job openings more consistently and objectively 
and in reflecting the linguistic specificities mentioned in job openings in the composition of 
interview panels.38 Moreover, interviews can, at best, assess the oral dimension of language skills 
(i.e. listening and speaking), while the job functions may require specific writing or reading skills. 

Within the scope of the staff selection 2.0 programme, in 2023 the Office of Human Resources 
started to align language requirements and language assessments with the United  Nations 
Language Framework, with a view to contributing to a more effective, fair and efficient staff 
selection system. The specific objectives of the project are: (a) determining language requirements 
on the basis of job functions, as requested by the General Assembly; (b) aligning language 
requirements with the Language Framework; (c) verifying applicants’ language skills against the 
language requirements of a specific job opening using the Language Framework; and (d) enabling 
applicants to accurately indicate their language skill level using the Language Framework. 







https://www.un.org/en/content/datastrategy/images/pdf/UN_SG_Data-Strategy.pdf




Section 4.
Strategic vision for multilingualism 
in the Secretariat

The focus of this Strategic Framework is on targeted action to mainstream multilingualism across 
the Secretariat, support the client orientation of its work and ensure an inclusive workplace. The 
following three goals have been identified as key to the strategic vision for multilingualism and for 
framing and 



Goal 3.  
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and next steps



Section 5. 
Areas of action and next steps

Recommended initial actions and measures for making progress towards the three goals of the 
strategic vision for multilingualism at the United Nations are presented below, grouped by area of 
action. 

For 





Libraries at the duty stations anaries



Internal communications are made 
accessible in the relevant working 
languages and, where possible, in 
languages of local relevance

Medium term Audit of internal Secretariat-wide 
and entity-specific broadcasts and 
communications

Interpretation services are provided, 
where possible, at town hall meetings 
and events involving the staff at large, 
to encourage active participation from 
all

Short term Percentage of town hall meetings 
serviced with interpretation

Staff surveys and audit questionnaires 
are multilingual and integrate language 
considerations by consistently 
collecting data on language skills

Medium term Review of staff surveys and audit 
questions
Capacity to process multilingual 
survey responses

Job-relevant training is provided in 
all relevant languages on the basis of 
identified language and programme 
delivery needs

Medium term Assessment of language needs 
Language(s) in which training activities 
are provided

Language considerations are given 
due regard in mediation services and 
the internal justice system

Medium term Satisfaction surveys
Mapping of language capacity in 
relevant entities

ENKGPV"QTKGPVCVKQP

Expected result 
Vjg"Wpkvgf꞊Pcvkqpu"eqpukuvgpvn{"cpcn{ugu"cpf"ceeqooqfcvgu"vjg"ncpiwcig"pggfu"qh" 
its clients

Steps Time frame Initial indicators

Tools for analysing language needs 
regarding both internal and external 
communications are developed, 
with due consideration given to the 
language needs of persons with 
disabilities

Long term Client surveys and proxy data, such as 
log files and web analytics

Data on staff language skills are 
obtained, based on operational 
planning needs, at the team or 
entity level, to align language needs 
(demand) with language capacity 
(supply)

Medium term Select data (including, as appropriate, 
self-reported data) on staff language 
skills obtained, in accordance with 
operational needs



Guided tours are consistently offered 
in the six official languages at 
Headquarters and duty 



Expected result 
Vjg"Wpkvgf꞊Pcvkqpu"gpuwtgu"gswcn"vtgcvogpv"hqt"cnn"crrnkecpvu"kttgurgevkxg"qh"vjgkt"nkpiwkuvke"
dcemitqwpf

Steps Time frame Initial indicators

Guidelines for managers on setting 
language requirements in job 
openings based on job requirements 
are developed in line with the 
United Nations Language Framework 

Medium to long 
term

Guidelines developed and managers 
trained
Departures from guidelines 
substantiated

Guidelines for candidates on how 
to self-assess language skills 
are developed in line with the 
United Nations Language Framework

Medium term Guidelines developed and available on 
Inspira

Protocols are developed to ensure that 
applications received in either working 
language receive equal treatment

Long term Protocols devm	



Expected result 
Vjg"Wpkvgf꞊Pcvkqpu"gpeqwtcigu"ncpiwcig"ngctpkpi"kp"nkpg"ykvj"vjg"Wpkvgf꞊Pcvkqpu"Xcnwgu"cpf"
Dgjcxkqwtu"Htcogyqtm

Steps Time frame Initial indicators

Language training is strategically and 
coherently planned at the Secretariat-
wide level and standardized in line 
with the United Nations Language 
Framework to further operational 
goals

Medium term Review of language learning planning

Language courses are open to all 
staff, with different time frames and 
in different formats to accommodate 
wider audiences

Long term Review of the global language training 
offer and assessment of learners’ 
profiles and affiliation

Language and communications skills 
are included in yearly development 
plans and allocated time, subject to 
operational requirements and budget 
considerations

Continuing Number and percentage of staff 
enrolled in relevant courses in 
accordance with operational 
requirements

EQOOWPKECVKQPU

Expected result 
Vjg"Wpkvgf꞊Pcvkqpu"gpuwtgu"vjcv"eqphgtgpeg/ugtxkekpi"tgswktgogpvu"ctg"eqpukuvgpvn{"
integrated into budgets, timelines and client satisfaction surveys

Steps Time frame Initial indicators

Interpretation and translation 
costs are consistently included by 
Secretariat entities in all programme 
budget documents for consideration 
by the General Assembly

Continuing Budget documents consistently 
include interpretation and translation 
costs

Project management systematically 
integrates 





Expected result 
Vjg"Wpkvgf꞊Pcvkqpu"rtcevkegu"ownvknkpiwcnkuo"kp"kvu"eqoowpkecvkqp"rtqfwevu"cpf"rncvhqtou"
and in all its premises through signage 

Steps Time frame Initial indicators

A coherent visual identity or branding 
is centrally provided for external 
communication purposes in all 
six official languages on an equal 
footing, as well as in local languages 
where relevant

Short term Visual identity and branding designed, 
promoted and used with consistency 
across the Secretariat

Guidelines are developed on the 
use of languages in permanent, 
temporary and digital signage, as well 
as in oral announcements at duty 
stations, including field missions

Short term Guidelines developed and applied

Template communication products 
(such as presentation templates and 
email signatures) are developed in all 
official languages and relevant local 
languages

Short term Mapping of available template 
communication products

Multilingualism standards are 
adhered to on United Nations 
websites, upon launch and 
throughout the lifespan of websites

Continuing Compliance rates and documentation 
of deviations



EQQTFKPCVKQP"CPF"EQQRGTCVKQP

Expected result 
Vjg"Wpkvgf꞊Pcvkqpu"fgnkxgtu"qp"kvu"ownvknkpiwcnkuo"ocpfcvgu"cu"qpg"Wpkvgf꞊Pcvkqpu

Steps Time frame Initial indicators

The Coordinator for Multilingualism 
receives the necessary support from 
all Secretariat entities in serving as 
the primary contact for concerns and 
queries and promoting a coordinated, 
consistent and coherent approach to 
multilingualism 

Continuing Number of entities that designated 
focal points and provided input to the 
reports of the Secretary-General on 
multilingualism

Secretariat entities collaborate with 
each other through the network of 
focal points for multilingualism, under 
the guidance of the Coordinator, to 
monitor 



Data on the language in which 





Annex. 
Methodology

Mandate

In its 2011 report on multilingualism (JIU/REP/2011/4), the Joint Inspection Unit issued two 
recommendations encouraging the executive heads of the United Nations system organizations 
to “formulate strategies” and propose “strategic action plans for the effective implementation of 
multilingualism” within their respective organizations. 

In 2017, the General Assembly invited the Secretary-General “through his role in the United Nations 
System Chief Executives Board for Coordination, if necessary by means of the development 
of a consistent policy framework, to support a comprehensive and coordinated approach 
on multilingualism within the United  Nations system, taking into consideration the relevant 
recommendations contained in the report of the Joint Inspection Unit on multilingualism” (see 
resolution 71/328).

In 2020, the Joint Inspection Unit recommended that “tt A⠀	 ieЀ		 	 n؀ tᄀe 



Rtgnkokpct{"yqtm



Yqtmkpi"itqwr

A working group was established in 2022 by the Management Committee to develop a 
comprehensive “strategic policy framework”. The Coordinator for 



skills and language learning experiences of Secretariat staff and to gather their views about 
language diversity and inclusion within the United Nations. A total of 3,476 staff, representing  
9.5 per cent of the workforce, participated. During the survey, perceptions on multilingualism and 
language use were collected and analysed and compared with other information sources, such 
as the 2019 staff survey on multilingualism and language skills and the data found in the report of 
the Secretary-General entitled “Composition of the Secretariat: staff demographics” (A/75/591), 
to inform the working group and support the development of the strategic framework. 

Thematic subgroups

Based on the findings from the desk review and the outcome of the quantitative and qualitative 
survey analysis, four thematic subgroups were convened to focus on four sets of questions related 
to four initially identified areas of action: 
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