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Abstract—This article examines the significance of multilingualism in finding global solutions and creating a 

better world. Language learning and multilingualism in the individual are discussed. The role of 

multilingualism in effectively addressing complex global issues is described. The nature of language skills and 

cultural knowledge in the individual and within international organizations is analyzed in terms of both policy 

structure and crisis communication, including the COVID-19 global pandemic, along with a brief overview of 

multilingualism in international business organizations. The US foreign language deficit is briefly discussed. 

Perspectives on foreign language education for a better world are provided, as are possibilities for increasing 

multilingualism for a better world. 

 

Index Terms—multilingualism, global citizenship, language policy, intercultural competence, language 

learning 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Multilingualism -- the ability to communicate with other cultures in their language -- impacts both the individual and 

society, bringing personal and professional benefits to the individual, and bringing the benefits to society locally and 

globally. "Language is a critical instrument that shapes one's view of the world. Understanding the meaning of the 

words people use yields perhaps the most insight into cultural differences"(Adams & Carfagna, 2006). More than half 

of the world population is bilingual or multilingual, using more than one language on a regular basis, yet the 

Anglosphere, or English-speaking world -- especially the United States -- lags behind in language skills. The 
conversation on multilingualism has often centered on the personal and professional benefits it brings to the individual 

and even on the economic and social benefits it brings to society, but significance of multilingualism in the 

development of an international mindset and global citizenship values, often referred to as a global or cosmopolitan 

identity, and in its value as a tool in working together with others for a better world, may not be discussed quite as often,  

but is perhaps even more important for our present and for our future. 

Solutions to complex global issues are needed, and communication has never been more important.  In a globalized 

and interconnected world, effective communication is essential in effectively addressing and resolving complex global 

issues, and multilingualism is an essential 21st century global skill. As "cooperation within and across borders is vital as 

we work to solve global challenges," multilingualism is a societal and global good (AMACAD, 2020). Multilingualism 

enables organizations, institutions, and governments to better reach stakeholders, clients and customers, and citizens. 

Perhaps most importantly, multilingualism empowers the individual to both develop an international mindset and global 
citizenship values, and also to communicate with others and to act as a global change agent. Multilingualism is part of 

daily life for more than half the world's population (Grosjean, 2010, 2020), and New York City is home to more than 

700 languages (Ben Yahuda, 2021). 

While the United Nations has 6 official languages -- Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Russian, and Spanish (in 

alphabetical order), and the European Union has multilingualism as a core value realized through plurilingualism, or an 

ability to use more than one language on a daily basis, the United States and much of the English-speaking or 

Anglophone world lags behind. In the US, only one in four Americans can hold a conversation in a language other than 

English, fewer than 20% of K-12 students study a foreign language, and only 7.5% of college and university students 

are enrolled in a class in a language other than English (McComb, 2001; American Councils, 2017; AMACAD, 2017). 

It is clear that multilingualism is key to many global solutions, and the challenge is how to make it so. Although half 

the world population is multilingual, many still are not, and making known the importance of multilingualism and 

providing information as to how to make multilingualism more prevalent in any given society or community, are 
essential. Language skills are needed in international organizations, in business both internationally and locally, and in 

government (US Senate, 2012). The gap between supply and demand of language skills is not limited to the US, with 

the UK "suffering from a growing deficit in foreign language skills at a time when globally, the demand for language 

skills is expanding" (Tinsley, 2013). 

Multilingualism has been found to be good for economic growth, and bilingual workers have higher incomes. 

"Multilingualism is good for the economy." and "countries that actively nurture different languages reap a range of 

rewards, from more successful exports to a more innovative workforce" (Hardach, 2018). While all languages are 

important, languages have been ranked in terms of their power, or influence, with English, Mandarin, Spanish, French, 
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Chinese, and Russian, the top 6 (coinciding with the official languages of the US) (Chan, 2016), and Spanish, Chinese, 

and French are the most in demand among US employers (ACTFL, 2019). An earlier Bloomberg study found English, 

Chinese, and French to be the most useful languages for international business (English, 2011). 

II.  LANGUAGE LEARNING AND MULTILINGUALISM IN THE INDIVIDUAL 

While the significance of multilingualism in global citizenship may appear obvious to many -- especially to foreign 

language and international educators, to language stakeholders in business and government, and especially to parents 

and communities, the relationship between multilingualism and global identity/citizenship remains relatively 

unexamined and little discussed. In addition to the personal and professional benefits generally associated with 

language skills, language learning also makes us more open to new ideas and experiences, and more tolerant 

(Thompson, 2016). There are two aspects in the examination of multilingualism in global citizenship that require 

special attention -- the role of multilingualism in the development of a cosmopolitan or global identity in the individual, 
and the use of multilingualism and knowledge of other cultures as a tool in effectively addressing complex global issues. 

Within the context of language learning and multilingualism for a better world, language and culture cannot be 

separated. In addition to the traditional emphasis on proficiency, foreign language learning also includes learning about 

the culture with the goal of increasing intercultural competence (Sercu, 2006). In addition, language learning needs to 

include "intercultural competence, and language teachers need to become "teachers of language and culture" (Byram, 

2009). Immersion is an especially beneficial environment for young language learners because "becoming bilingual 

leads to new ways of conceptualizing yourself and others. It expands your worldview, so that you not only know more, 

you know differently" (Williams, 2012). 

The example of the foreign language teacher offers a unique perspective on the impact of language learning on 

identity, as language teachers typically spend extensive time living in, interacting with, and learning about the culture of 

their chosen language beyond the professional requirements. Many of these language and culture educators are deeply 
influenced in their worldview, values, lifestyle, and identity by their intense and lifelong relationship with another 

language and its culture (Grosjean, 2019). Multilingualism is a "universal good that can positively transform a child, a 

family, a school, a community, and even a country" (Jaumont, 2017). 

The relationship between language skills and the development of a global identity is framed by the nature of the 

language learning process. Individuals may learn languages in a variety of manners, many beyond the traditional 

foreign language classroom -- as a heritage language, as a second language while residing in another country or regions, 

through literature, the arts and media, or in a social, family, or in a workplace setting, such as learning the language of a 

friend, of co-workers, or of a loved one or significant other. Language learning may, and often does, take place in an 

instructional setting, whether in-person or online, or within a formal institution and curriculum, an informal setting, or 

as an independent self-directed learner. Motivation has also been linked to success learning outcomes, with language 

learners with intrinsic motivation more likely to achieve better language skills (Dornyei, 2005).  
Each of the methods of language learning affects the degree to which the acquisition of language skills impacts the 

identity and worldview of the individual, and it is interesting to note that the increase in the use of technology in 

language learning may have divergent impacts -- reducing the personal aspect of face-to-face instruction and informal 

conversation while increasing the availability of authentic language through text, media, and conversation. Heritage 

languages learners may develop a deeper knowledge, understanding, and appreciation of their heritage, leading to a 

more complex and nuanced personal cultural identity and to enduring interest in the other culture(s) reflecting their 

heritage. Learning another language due to having moved to another country or region impacts identity to varying 

degrees depending on the degree of integration or assimilation into the new culture of the individual. Those who come 

to a second language through an interest in another culture -- its literature, media, and the arts, etc. -- may acquire more 

advanced skills in some areas rather than others, the person singing opera acquiring better oral skills and the person 

interested in the literature better reading skills, etc. Those who learn culture in the workplace or from a friend or loved 

one may develop a better knowledge and appreciation of one aspect of the target culture than other, such as business 
language and office etiquette if learned in the workplace, or the terminology of a specific business function. 

The question of curriculum is of major importance if the additional language is learned in a classroom or other formal 

setting, as it is possible to learn language skills in relative isolation if there is little in the way of a cultural component to 

the adopted curriculum. If the language is learned in a more informal setting, such as a conversation practice group or 

"language lunches," impact on identity and worldview may vary depending on the nature of the particular group. 

Independent self-directed learning is an interesting option to consider in terms of the development of both language 

skills and cultural knowledge, which may vary depending on the interests and insights of the learner ranging from 

strictly linguistic skills to in-depth cultural knowledge in one or more areas. 

Multilingualism plays a significant role in the development of global identity, and lack of language skills limits this 

development (Gunesch, 2003). Access to foreign language learning and motivation are key factors in language learning, 

and foreign language curriculum emphasizing intercultural is essential in language learning for a better world 
(AMACAD, 2017; Dornyei, 2005; Sercu. 2006; Byram, 2009). However, it is equally important to bear in mind that 

multilingualism is a tool in global collaborations to make the world a better place rather than an end in itself. 
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III.  THE ROLE OF MULTILINGUALISM AS A TOOL IN EFFECTIVELY ADDRESSING COMPLEX GLOBAL ISSUES -- 

ORGANIZATIONS, ISSUES, AND LANGUAGE POLICY 

Beyond the impact of language and cultural learning on the personal cultural identity of the individual, the role of 

multilingualism as a tool in our personal and professional lives and in effectively addressing complex global issues 

includes but also transcends the obvious advantage of being able to communicate with others directly either in their own 

language, in the official language of an organization or gathering, in a third language decided upon for a specific event, 

or in response to a humanitarian crisis or disaster. Multilingualism, or the use of a variety of languages, can lead to 

greater acceptance and buy-in, increasing the likelihood of participation and successful outcome. In addition, the use of 

additional languages relevant to the setting can symbolize an openness to other cultures and can make aid more 

approachable to local populations, and less externally-driven to recipients (Garrido, 2019; Footitt, 2017; Lozinskiy, 

2020). The role of multilingualism in addressing complex global issues is varied and multifaceted depending on 
locations, circumstances, and individuals, but falls into two general categories -- organizational structure and operations, 

and crisis and disaster response. 

While the impact of language and languages on personal identity remains relatively unseen, the use of 

multilingualism can be highly visible in international organizations, events, and activities. Certainly the most 

recognizable global institution is the United Nations, which has 6 official languages -- Arabic, Chinese, English, French, 

Russian, and Spanish (in alphabetical order), with English and French  the working languages of the UN Secretariat. 

Along with other languages that may also be used in UN publications and activities, these languages play an important 

role in the ongoing work of the UN. Examples of multilingualism at work include the Sustainable Development Goals, 

the cornerstone of the 2015-2030 UN global development agenda. While all of the Goals involve critical issues 

encompassing the world population, it is Goal 17, "Partnerships for the Goals," which most directly addresses the need 

for partnerships, collaborations, teamwork, and the multilingual skills needed to achieve all the Goals.  
However, it is important to remember that while the United Nations has 6 official languages, the European Union has 

over 20 official languages but only a few working languages and embraces multilingualism as a core value, and 

plurilingualism as the actualization of language use in a wide variety of authentic settings. Other well-known examples 

of multilingualism in action at the global level include the International Olympic Committee, whose official languages 

are French and English, along with the local language of the current games. On a regional international level, the 

European Union, reflecting the power of its core value of multilingualism, considers the official languages of all 

member states as official languages, and its implementation of multilingualism is known as plurilingualism, or the 

ability to function effectively in other languages in a variety of settings. Confirming the importance of multilingualism 

and plurilingualism, in 2021, the "Executive Board of the Conference on the Future of Europe, comprising 

representatives from the European Parliament, the Council of the European Union and the European Commission, is 

launching the multilingual digital platform for the Conference on the Future of Europe." This initiative has the goal of 
empowering "all EU citizens to contribute to shaping their own future and that of Europe as a whole." It is available in 

24 languages, "allowing citizens from across the Union to share and exchange their ideas and views through online 

events" (European Interest, 2021). The above-mentioned organizations are just a few examples of multilingualism in 

organizational structure and operation that include organizations like the Red Cross and Médecins sans Frontières/ 

Doctors without Borders, among others.  

Beyond the ability to communicate directly with the other, the reasons for this focus on multilingualism at the global 

and international level include the wide array of benefits of bilingualism/multilingualism in terms of problem-solving 

and decision-making, along with diversity and divergent thinking (Livermore, 2016; Kharkurin, 2012). International 

initiatives and multilingual transnational teams have additional assets to bring to the task at hand. However, even more 

importantly, the use of a variety of languages can symbolize openness to other cultures and an intercultural perspective 

on the significance of aid in different cultures (Garrido, 2019; Footitt, 2017; Lozinskiy, 2020). 

While the role of multilingualism in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals has already been discussed, 
climate change is another issue demanding a global response. The role of languages and multilingualism includes the 

necessity of making relevant news from around the world available to the largest audience in multiple languages and 

from a variety of perspectives, as well as making content produced in a particular language available to all. As lack of 

information can impede effective action against climate change, translation of key information and data can be of 

critical importance. As trust and confidence are key to buy-in, availability of information in local languages can 

increase buy-in and participation in initiatives. For all major global issues, education is an important component in an 

effective global response, and educational materials also need to be made available in a variety of languages.  

Global health is certainly another area of universal concern, and multilingual communication is "an essential tool for 

improving global health," and the World Health Organization is an excellent example of an international organization 

with global health as its mission. The approach to multilingualism at the WHO is communication- based, as 

"multilingual communication bridges gaps and fosters understanding between people. It allows WHO to more 
effectively guide public health practices, reach out to international audiences, and achieve better health outcomes 

worldwide." In terms of the languages used, "while WHO gives priority to its official languages, it recognizes that the 

world's people live and work in many more. In order to broaden its reach to these audiences, WHO licenses external 

entities to translate and publish its health information in other languages." In its proactive approach to languages used in 
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order to reach a larger audience and to increase buy-in, "WHO is always seeking opportunities to expand its 

multilingual information, and external publishers are key partners in this process. As a result of these partnerships, 

WHO publications have been translated and published in over 63 different languages." As a result, "a multilingual 

WHO is better equipped to communicate health messages, to produce and disseminate health information and to 

generate, share and use knowledge about health in an equitable manner. It is also better placed to meet today's major 

public health challenge: strengthening health systems in order to provide essential health care for all." (WHO, 2021; 

WHO, 2021a). 

"Multilingual crisis communication has emerged as a global challenge during the COVID-19 pandemic" (Piller, 

Zhang, & Li, 2020). The ongoing need for a multilingual approach to global health has been highlighted by the COVID-

19 pandemic, which has underscored the interconnectedness of the globalized world and the need for health information 

and responses in multiple languages and also the potential for marginalization of minority languages and their 
communities. This has been especially important in encouraging communication, but also in preventing misinformation 

and miscommunication due to language differences and the possibly dire consequences that may result. "Multilingual 

crisis communication has emerged as a global challenge during the COVID-19 pandemic. Global public health 

communication is characterized by the large-scale exclusion of linguistic minorities from timely high-quality 

information. The severe limitations of multilingual crisis communication that the COVID-19 crisis has laid bare result 

from the dominance of English-centric global mass communication; the longstanding devaluation of minoritized 

languages; and the failure to consider the importance of multilingual repertoires for building trust and resilient 

communities" (Piller, Zhang, & Li, 2020). An example of this would be the lack of French used in officially bilingual 

Canada's early COVID responses in 2020 (AFP in Ottawa, 2020; Chouinard & Normand, 2020). 

The key to sustainable multilingualism in both organizational structure and operations, and especially in crisis 

response is a language policy that is both known to all parties and is clearly-written to provide guidance in the widest 
variety of circumstances. In addition, in order to avoid overrides and suspensions during emergency situation, its 

invariability must be clear, with strict accountability for any lapses, especially those which may impact on language 

rights of individuals and groups and on the public welfare. 

IV.  THE ROLE OF MULTILINGUALISM IN INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS ORGANIZATIONS 

Multilingualism plays an essential role in business both globally and locally, in terms of doing business with 

companies in other countries as well as serving local communities where another language is prevalent. Beyond direct 

communication, language and cultural skills play a role in supporting effective problem-solving and decision-making, 

innovation, and harmony externally with clients and customers, and internally, among the organization's personnel. Its 

economic benefit brings the societal good of a better quality of life (Hogan-Brun, 2017). 

It has been reported that in the US "9 out of 10 U.S. employers rely on employees with language skills other than 

English; 56% say their foreign language demand will increase in the next 5 years; 47% state a need for language skills 
exclusively for the domestic market; 1 in 3 language-dependent U.S. employers report a language skills gap; and 1 in 4 

U.S. employers lost business due to a lack of language skills" (ACTFL, 2019). In addition, the demand for bilingual 

workers in the US is rising, with demand for bilingual workers in the United States having more than doubled between 

2010 and 2015 (NAE, 2017). The global language industry has an estimated value of $50B (Gala-Global, 2021). . In 

terms of the economic impact of language skills, Switzerland has reported a 10% benefit from multilingualism, while 

the UK has reported a loss of 3.5% due to lack of language skills. In Florida and in Canada, bilingual workers have 

higher earnings (Hardach, 2018). However, the role of multilingualism as a social and economic benefit transcends 

corporate and individual earnings, and impacts society as a whole in terms of lessening poverty and improving the 

quality of life. 

V.  THE MANY LANGUAGES ONE WORLD GLOBAL YOUTH FORUM (MLOW) -- THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MULTILINGUALISM 

IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP 

The Many Languages One World Global Youth Forum (MLOW) is a wonderful example of the use of 
multilingualism as a tool to create a better world. An initiative of the UN Academic Impact, MLOW has examined the 

significance of multilingualism in the development of a global citizenship mindset and values (United Nations, 2017). 

Beginning with an essay contest on this topic, college and university student winners were invited to participate in a 

week-long global youth forum on a US campus near the UN. During this time, students lived in a global and 

multilingual community, interacting informally as they developed presentations which they would present in the UN 

General Assembly on action plans to implement the Sustainable Development Goals in their local community or 

institution. The emphasis on achievable action plans is in alignment with the value of multilingualism as a tool for 

effecting change and working for a better world. 

The key to this initiative was the use of a learned second language that was also one of the official languages of the 

UN for both the entry essay and the UN presentation. MLOW participants have developed lasting relationships, 

remaining in contact through social media and local mini-reunions, and have demonstrated continuing commitment and 
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involvement in global initiatives and through ongoing participation in UN and international events with the goal of 

making a better world using their multilingual skills. 

VI.  ENCOURAGING MULTILINGUALISM FOR A BETTER WORLD 

Multilingualism exists in a wide variety of governments, as well as within organizations working for a better world, 

and language policy provides a legal framework that tends to foster and encourage multilingualism in several ways -- by 

promoting interest and a public conversation about languages and language learning, and by strengthening language 

programs through funding and other types of incentivization. It is interesting to note the extent to which the European 

Union, with its core value of multilingualism and goal of plurilingual skills, has been able to encourage language 

learning in school from an early age, and through opportunities for work/internships and study abroad.  

In order to foster and encourage multilingualism, a broad coalition of language educators and language stakeholders 

including business and government, and parents and communities, is needed. In terms of education, not all US students 
have access to this early start to foreign language learning (AMACAD, 2017), and a first step is to ensure that all 

interested students have the opportunity to learn an additional language from the earliest age, whether through a 

traditional foreign language program or through immersion. Although languages can be learned at any age, an early 

start and immersion learning are wonderful advantages. 

It is equally important to develop sustainable motivation. Another challenge to language learning and to 

multilingualism in the US is that many US students may believe that, as English is the global lingua franca, it is not 

necessary to learn other languages, but the reality is that only one quarter of the world population speaks English and 

that multilingualism is not only our future, but also our present (British Council, 2013; Montlaur, 2019).  

Effective responses to these challenges include advocacy for foreign language and immersion programs beginning at 

the earliest grade levels, pre-professional learning and K-16 collaborations at the high school level, and interdisciplinary 

collaborations and pre-professional learning at the college and university level, along with intercultural understanding 
and global learning at all levels. 

Beyond the classroom, it is necessary to highlight the value of languages and multilingualism, through the media and 

public conversation and through communities where a variety of heritage languages are prevalent. In order to promote 

and to defend language learning, advocacy is needed, and in addition, beyond the classroom, a public conversation 

including parents and communities is essential in order to bring language learning -- and language use -- into our daily 

lives.  

VII.  CURRENT TRENDS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Multilingualism is on the rise -- in the globalized and interconnected world, and in our local communities and 

neighborhoods. More than half of the world population is multilingual, and more than 70M Americans speak a language 

other than English in the home (Ryan, 2013). While many may believe that English, serving as a global lingua franca, 

is sufficient, that is not the case (AMACAD, 2020).  
Complex global issues including the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), environmental issues and climate 

change, as well as global health and COVID, require global solutions. Multilingualism empowers both individuals and 

organizations to work more collaboratively and effectively toward global solutions. 

Challenges include the rise in English as a perceived global language, and the resulting reluctance of English 

speakers to learn and to use additional languages. Solutions include an early start to foreign language education known 

in the US as FLES; bilingual education and immersion, which use more than one language of instruction; and 

multilingual education, which puts the mother tongue first in instruction for the young learner. 

At the end of the day, "there are limits to an individual's cosmopolitan development if he or she does not have a set of 

languages to start with" (Gunesch, 2003). Whether as an individual or an organization desirous of making the world a 

better place, the ability to bring language skills to the table and to the task are part of the skills set of the 21st century 

global citizen. 

VIII.  CONCLUSIONS 

Many still believe that English is the global lingua franca, despite the fact that 75% of the world population does not 

speak English (British Council, 2013). However, "depending on the circumstances, conversations across boundaries can 

be delightful, or just vexing: what they mainly are, though, is inevitable" (Appiah, 2006). Depending on our vision of 

the world, we can envision an English-only world, with English as the global language and the resulting 

commodification of English, or a multilingual world with many voices reflecting diverse worldviews (Cameron, 2012; 

Montlaur, 2019). While the choice may be ours, the decision will inevitably impact our ability to work together to make 

the world a better place. 

If we can develop a language policy to foster and encourage language learning and use, ensure that all our children 

have the opportunity to learn one or more additional languages, and incorporate intercultural understanding and 

appreciation into foreign language learning and the use of languages other than English, our children will have the 
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linguistic skills and cultural knowledge needed to engage effectively with the world community as global citizens and 

play a role in global solutions and in making the world a better place.  
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