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Introducing Multilingualism

Current European Language policy:

Å Standard languages in EU are equal

Å óOne plus twoô principle

Å Maintenance of minority languages

Å Common European Framework (CEFR) implies an 
ñAdditive concept of multilingualismò  

Å Native speaker is the norm



Introducing Receptive Multilingualism

Example from a Dutch television report on the German 
Knife factory in Solingen 

20 januari 2010, 12.20 ï14.43

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2VcEja1Ahq4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2VcEja1Ahq4


Receptive multilingualism in practice

The example shows different strategies for mutual 
understanding

ÅDeveloping expectations of what will be said (by the 
speaker) based on (common) presuppositions

ÅNon verbal behaviour

ÅMonitoring L2 competence of the other

ÅNegotiation of language choice

ÅMeta -communicative devices in order to assure 
understanding



Structure of the talk 

1. Introduction

Å Occurences

Å Concepts

Å Conclusion on terminology

2. Research 

Å Inherent receptive multilingualism

Å Acquired receptive multilingualism

Å Conclusion : factors for succesfull RM use

3. Applications

Å Language policy: Skills agenda of EU Commission

Å Academic curriculum: Humanities bachelor at Utrecht University

Å Awareness training in Brussels (DGT)

4. Conclusion

Å Integration in Inclusive Multilingualism



1.1 Occurrences of receptive multilingualism in 
Europe

ÅBorder regions

ÅGovernmental communication

Å International workplaces, sales talk, meetings

ÅMedia & digital discourse (e.g. blogs, tweets, television, 
websites, email, internet forums) 

ÅBilingual families

ÅCommunication with and by migrants

ÅEducational settings; RM in academic education



1.1 RM at national election debate in Belgium



1.1 Occurrence within and across language 
families

ÅRomance languages 

ÅGermanic languages 

ÅSlavic languages 

ÅFinno -Ugric languages 

ÅTurkic languages

Å Indo - Iranian  

ÅSemitic languages 

ÅBasque, Albanian



1.2 Defining Receptive Multilingualism

Å Interactants employ a language and/or language 
variety different from their partner ôs. 

ÅThey understand each other without any additional 
lingua franca. 

ÅThe recipients activate knowledge of the language 
and/or variety of their interlocutor(s).



1.2 RM and related concepts

ÅSemi -communication (Haugen, 1953, 1966, 1981) 

ÅReceptive bilingualism (Hockett, 1958)

ÅMutual intelligibility of closely related languages (Wolff, 
1959; Gooskens & Van Bezooijen 2013) 

ÅPolyglot dialogue (Posner, 1991) 

ÅPlurilingualism (Council of Europe, 2001) 

ÅPluri - lingual discourse (Clyne, 2003)

Å Intercompréhension (Meissner, 2008) 

ÅPlurilingual repertoire (Lüdi, 2007)

ÅReceptive multilingualism (Braunmüller, 2007)

ÅLingua Receptiva (Rehbein, ten Thije & Verschik, 2012) 



1.2 From formal to functional concepts

ÅDevelopment of these concepts reflects the 
paradigmatic switch within linguistics from a formal 
paradigm (Chomsky, 1957) to a functional paradigm 
(Hymes, 1972) 

ÅThe formal concept investigate intelligibility among 
related languages or dialects due to close genetic 
relationship

ÅThe functional concept investigate language use in 
multilingual settings including exposure, proficiencies, 
language attitude, interaction strategies, é



1.2 Theoretical orientations of concepts

ÅFormal orientation

Å Semi -communication 

Å Receptive bilingualism

Å Mutual intelligibility of closely related languages

ÅMore functional orientation  

Å Polyglot dialogue

Å Plurilingualism

Å Pluri - lingual discourse

Å Intercompréhension

Å Plurilingual repertoire

Å Receptive multilingualism

Å Lingua Receptiva



1.2 Concepts and language families

ÅConcepts refer to the potential understanding between 
native speakers of typologically related languages

ÅOther concepts also cover cases of understanding 
between speakers across language family borders 





1.2 Inherent or acquired 

ÅOnly within one language family: inherent 
understanding

Å mutual intelligibility, 

Å receptive bilingualism, 

Å semi -communication 

Å receptive multilingualism (Braunmuller)

ÅAlso between language families: acquired understanding 

Å receptive multilingualism (Beerkens)

Å polyglot dialogue

Å plurilingualism

Å pluri - lingual discourse

Å plurilingual repertoire

Å lingua receptiva



1.3 Conclusion on Terminology

ÅReceptive multilingualism (RM)is a mode of interaction 
in which speakers with different linguistic backgrounds 
use their respective preferred languages while 
understanding the language of their interlocutor. 

ÅThe mechanisms and competences contributing to 
mutual understanding in this constellation are described 
by the concept of lingua receptiva (LaRa).



2. Research into óinherentversus acquired

Å Inherent RM in case of close typological distance

Beerkens, R. (2010) Receptive multilingualism as a language mode 

in the Dutch -German border area. Dissertation. Münster : Waxmann

ÅAcquired RM in case of great typological distance

Bachtina , D. (2013) Mind Your Languages : Lingua Receptiva in 

Estonian -Russian Communication. Dissertation . Utrecht University



2.1 Inherent Receptive Multilingualism
Beerkens 2010

ÅWhich role does RM play in Dutch -German cross -
linguistic discourse in civil societal - and in 
governmental organisations in Dutch -German border 
area?

ÅOnline survey and case studies in governmental and 
civil societal organisations in Euregio



2.1 Internetdocumentary film by UU students in 
cooperation with Nederlandse Taalunie

Videofragment 5.50 ï7.48 
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2.1 Dutch ïGerman border

Research area: first Euregio 1978



2.1 Online survey results
Beerkens 2010 

Language choice at work in contact with German / Dutch people in 

%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

%

NL D E DIA RML N.A.

Language modes

Dutch repondents

German respondents

All respondents



2.1 Native and non - natives utterances



2.1 Speaker and hearer planning 
Rehbein 2009; Kameyama 2004 



2.1 Speaker and hearer planning in RML 
Beerkens 2010


