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Introduction 

  About 400 different languages are spoken in France, 

including 75 regional languages (amongst these 40 

overseas). 

 

 In 1992, 26 % of residents declared that they were 

brought up in another language than French (2/3 in a 

foreign country). 

 

 According to a CGC survey (2011), 71 % of managers 

are using a foreign language at work, 37 % on a daily 

basis. 

 



Migration and diversity in France 



Migrants and foreigners  

In 2009 – 2010 

• 7.5 million foreign born persons (11.6% of the total 

population)   

In 2011 

• 6 % of foreigners (leaving in France without having 

the French nationality) 

• 8,7 % of migrants (born with a foreign origin outside 

France and leaving in France, whether being or not a 

French National). 

Between 300 000 and 400 000 undocumented workers 

 



France, a country of early migration  



Migrants and offsprings of migrants 
according to their home country and age 



Foreign languages spoken 

 

• The most frequently foreign language spoken after 

French is Arabic. It was recognised as a “Language 

from France” in 1999. 

• Foreign languages spoken vary according to 

generations (different immigration waves): European 

languages are more frequent amongst the elderly, 

Arabic is more frequent amongst youngest. 

• They also vary from one region to another: Arabic 

and Portuguese dominate in the Paris region; 

overseas languages dominate in Marseille. 

 



Migrants on the labour market 

 2010 : Migrants and offprings of migrants 
represent 27 % of the age group 25-54 

 2010 : 2,7 millions of migrants over 15 years 
old are present on the labour market (9,4 % 
of workers) 

 Migrants are over represented in low 
qualified jobs (65 %) and amongst artisans 
and shopkeepers (10 %). 



Unemployment rate 
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Public policies and debates 

 Universalism : absence of recognition of race and ethnic 

minority as pertinent concepts. 

 From integration to diversity policies (Eberhart, 2010) 

The 16 November 2001 law: declared it illegal for 

employers in the private sector to exclude or penalise 

anyone, directly or indirectly, ‘because of his or her real 

or assumed ethnicity, nationality or race, political 

opinions, union activities, religious convictions, 

physical appearance, family name, health or disability.’ 

 



Multilingualism at work 

Regulation, Data and trends 



National regulation on language 

1992: 

The constitution established French as the 

“language of the Republic”. French became 

the only official language in France. 

2008:  

The constitution acknowledged the value of 

regional languages. They were first recognised 

in 1951. 



Languages at work: regulation 

• 1975 Bas Lariol's law ordered the use of the French 

language in the drafting of the employment contract. It 

also ordered its translation into the mother language of 

foreign workers at their request. 

 

• The 1994 Toubon’s Law enlarged the use of the French 

Language, beyond employment contracts, to collective 

agreements, internal regulations and "all necessary 

documents to employees for the performance of his 

work. » Translations of these documents in foreign 

languages are possible (especially for foreign workers). 



Languages at work : practices 

• Distinction between languages at work / languages in 

business (free) 

• TASCA report (2003) : no explicit language policy in 

companies, pragmatism, domination of English language. 

• According to OFEM (2003), the languages most often 

requested by French companies are English, German, 

Spanish, Italian, Arab, Chinese, Japanese. 

• According to a survey by the French agency for international 

development (2004), 68 % of SMEs ignored the regulations. 

 



Languages at work : 
debates & adjustements 

• Languages used and safety : different regulations (twists 

of Air France affair & Epinal hospital) ; 

• French authorities themselves renounced to use French - 

international agency for renewable energies (2009) ; 

English compulsory for oral entry test of National school 

of magistrates (2010) 

• Law 22 March 2012 : employers can use technical 

documents in English. Use of English becomes 

compulsory in aeronautic. 

 



Industrial relations  

and management of diversity 



French industrial relation system 

Four main principles : 

- Institutionnalisation of pluralism (despite the weakness of 

employers and employee representatives) ; 

- a dual system of representation of workers at the 

workplace (TU reps + elected reps); 

- tripartism at the level of national collective agreements and 

in the running of welfare institutions linked to work. 

- publicly-guaranteed minimum employment rights that 

provide protection to individual workers and a hierarchy of 

agreements such that local terms of employment cannot be 

worse than those established for the sector or nationaly. 



Workers representation and diversity 

 TU open to all workers regardless to nationality from 

the early 20th century (internationalism); organizing 

strategies from the 1960s. 

 

 It is particularly difficult to objectivate TU action 

towards migrants (Universalism) 

 

 Ambiguity between desire to protect and integrate 

(fight for new rights & against discrimination) and 

competition, protectionism (fights against undeclared 

work, demand for more control). 



Trade union membership 

• French trade union membership is one of the lowest in 

Europe, around 8 %. It is even lower amongst migrants, 

around 2 %. 

 

• French trade unions are essentially based in the public 

sector (restricted access to French and EU citizens) and 

large companies. Migrants workers are principally 

working for subcontracting companies. 

 

• Trade unions recruit their members amongst permanent 

and qualified workers. Migrants workers occupy low 

qualified jobs and are often employed under precarious 

contracts. 

 



Trade unions responsibilities 

• No figures at the moment appart from participation 

to congress (“Nationalité”). 

 

• Very few migrants in a situation to take 

responsibilities inside trade unions. 

 

• Cooptation process that may exclude those who are 

in a position to take responsibilities. 

 



Trade union representatives 

 

• For a long time, French nationality (+ ability to 

read and write French) was required to be a TU 

rep inside companies. This is not anymore the 

case today. 

 

• Foreign workers cannot be elected to labour 

tribunal (Prud’hommes) 

 



Actors and actions 

in the field of multilingualism 







Trade union action 
 

• Mainly in defence of the use of French language at work. 
More marginally in defence of regional languages 
(essentially teacher trade unions) and presumably very 
rarely in defense of translation of the employment contract 
in their national language for foreign workers (no case 
identified at the moment). 

• 2006 « Collective for the right to work into French », CFTC 
and CGT Alcatel Lucent. 

• 2012 a conference organised by the CGC: « Massive use of 
English in business: myths, reality and alternative solutions " 

 



Employers 

Research into French multinationals and their subsidiary in central and 
eastern countries: 

• Two types of company strategies in terms of industrial relations : 
compartmentalization (each subsidiary develop its own IR policy) ; 
integration (common IR framework). 

• Extent of travel and translations facilities offered to trade unions 
and representatives institutions relates to one or the other of the 
two strategies (Contrepois, 2010). 

 
What about language training for TU representatives to enhance 

plurilingualism and mutual understanding? 
 
Axa assistance: has set up an internal committee to observe the 

languages, while its agreement against stress takes into account the 
language issue.  

 


