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ECRETARIAT

. ADMINISTRATIVE INSTRUCTION
To: Members of the staff of the United Nations

Subject: LINGUISTIC STANDARDS FOR STAFF OF THE UNLTED
NATIONS SECRETARIAT

1. The. purpose of this circﬁlar is to explain to vhat extenl stalf members are
'éxpected to learn languages other than their own and to remove doubts as to the
standards which may'be prescribed for them Ly reviewing bodies. It is nol '
- possible to state in detail the requirements for any porticular post, but it is

hoped'to lay down certain guiding lines to help siaflf members.

General principles -

2. In an internatibnal organization using five official languages (Chinese,
English, French, Rﬁssian and Spanish) it is desirable for members of the staff
genérélly to have soae'knowledge and ability in languages othérvthan<ﬁheir ovn
mother tongues. TFven vhere such kncwledge does not have any immediate practical
application in every day vork, it can be an asset fo a carcer internationai civil
servant: and it has & deeper importance as a demonstration that within the
Organization fhe staff accépt the internationeal idea and that individuéls,are
willing to make an effort to communicate across the boundaries of nationality and
language. It not only heiés with the formal business of communication but fogters
an understanding of the vays of thought of other peoples and cultures and so
makes co-operation easier. Moreover, in the interest of such co-operation it is
important that those who naturally speak one of the vorking langgagasi/should not
seem to tgke for granted that there is no need to speak any other.

3. Nevérfheléss, a knowledge of languages, though important, 1s only one of the

kinds of knowledge vhich may increase a stafl member's usefulness to the

*/ The working languages of the United MNations are French and English, with
the addition of Spzanisn for the Ceneral Assexzbly, the Feoncmin and Sociol
Council and its functional cczmittees.
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Ocpnization and it may well happen that a steff member will do more good,
both for the Organization end himself, Dby acquiring or improving scme other
ckill. ‘

Level of linguistic knowledge

L, For practical purposes, three levels of llnguletlc kncwledge nay be
dictingulished:

(1) A really advanced knowledge of the written and spoken language.

(i1) A "working knowledge", sufficient to pprmlt a wpeaker to take part in -

ordlnary conversations, to attend meetings, underotand vhat is said there and to
make his own contributlon, to write about official matters frcm one office to
'another vithin the Orgenization, in a language which, while not necessarily -
perfect, avoids the grosser grammatical and syntactlcol errors and is readlly
comprehensible  This level of knowledge is that which the examination for the
len~uage allowance and the language diplome aims to establish.

(111) A slighter knowledge sufficient for discovering the glst of & leticr
or for receiving a visitor to the Organization and helping him to find the

person, office or information he is secking.

Professional category and above

5. Staff members in the Prof3531onal category and sbove will increasingly be.
expected to have an advanced knowledge (as defined in paragraph b (i) avove) of
one working language and, if that language is his mother tongue, to have in
addition at least a working knowledge (as defined in paragraph 4 (i1) sbove)

of another official language. Even where the staff member's mother tongue is
not one of the working languages it will still be considered an advantege if he
hes some-knowledge of an official languege other than that in which he works.
Moreover, in certein fields of work, a knowledge of some non-official language
mey be as important as a knowledge of an official language. Such knowvledge
cannot be & general requirement but may be among the factcrs increasing the
stalf member's effectiveness in‘a certain post.

6. Tt would be unrealistic to expect that present staff of long service should

in all coses conform to standards of the kind outlined sbove; but these
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standards will in fulure be strictly applied to all staff on probation, in
order to receive permancnt appointments they will have to show that they have
reached the linguisiic silandard envisaged or arve making substantial and
continuing efforts towards ifl Linguistic proficiency {or the lack of it) will
always come into consideration in relation to proposals for the assignment,
transfer, promotion etc. of staff members, although its importance in relation

to other factors must nccessarily vary with the circumstances.

General. Service Category

Te Many members of the Ceneral Service catogorj worﬁ in posfs requiring a
knowledge of only one language. Nevertheless, in many parts of the Secretariat
there is & need for people having a knowledge of more than one and those who

do not havé such knowledge may find themselves at a disadventage. This is
particularly the casc in the scnior and principal levels and linguistic '
kncwledge w1ll be 1ncrcasinglj important in prcmotion to those levels, thounh
no hard and fast rule can be laid down since the need for languages will va*v
with the kind of work any individual is called on to do.

8. In short, the fact thai a staff member in the General Service category
reads or speaks itwo or more of the official la anpuages will be held to add to that
staff mewber's usefulness and will be important in many cases of assignment to
mission service, prouwotion or transfer. The fact that a staff member has
learned or is learning ahother language will alvways ﬁc couﬁted in the ;taff'
member's favour. On the other hand, it is not the intention of this circuler
to set forth conditions which in effect change the terms under which any

stafl member of the (eneral Service category was appointed. If, for example,

a new slaff member ic appointed to a post and does the work satisfactorily,
there will be no quesﬁion of refusing a permenent appointment because the

staff member has not attempted to learn another language, unless the post is

one requiring linguistic knowledge.

-~

By direction of the Secretary-General

J.A.C. Robertson



