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Multilingualism – A Governmental Perspective 
Nicoletta Mariolini (Swiss Federal Delegate for Plurilingualism) 
13th Annual EFNIL Conference, Helsinki, 8 October 2015 
 
Switzerland is a «Willensnation», namely a nation born from a willingness to live together, 
despite its linguistic, cultural and religious diversity. The Swiss language situation is complex: 
the country has four language regions and national languages (German, French, Italian, and 
Romansh). Of the 26 Cantons, 22 are monolingual, three are bilingual and one is trilingual. 
Thus, despite its multilingualism, the Swiss linguistic model is predominantly monolingual. 
 
At the federal level, the official languages are German, French and Italian, as well as Ro-
mansh when communicating with persons who speak Romansh. Any person dealing with the 
Federal Authorities may do so in the official language of their own choice and receive a re-
sponse in that language. Given this situation, the Swiss Public Administration has to make 
substantial efforts in order to guarantee its plurilingualism as well as to be a microcosm of 
Switzerland.  
 
To reach this goal, the Swiss Government has chosen the Inter-comprehension strategy. 
Employees of the Federal Administration must be able to work in the official language of their 
choice and have language skills required for multilingual communication. Thus, the Swiss 
Public Administration should be « multilingually receptive »: an employee has to be able to 
understand his or her colleagues even if he or she does not speak their language fluently. 
 
Ms. Mariolini’s presentation has three parts: first, she provides an overview of the Swiss lan-
guage public policy; secondly, she presents her point of view regarding a policy-based ap-
proach to multilingualism; finally, she suggests ways to collaborate and to create an interna-
tional network of public administrations or similar functions. 
 


