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The amazing benefits of being multi-lingual 

Most people in the world speak more than one language, suggesting the human brain evolved to work in 

multiple tongues. If so, asks Gaia Vince, are those of us who speak only one language missing out? 

By Gaia Vince 12 August 2016 

Around the world, more than half of people (60 to 75%)  speak at least two languages. Many countries have more 

than one official national language – South Africa has 11. People are increasingly expected to speak, read and write at 

least one of a handful of “super” languages, such as English, Chinese, Hindi, Spanish or Arabic, as well. So to be 

monolingual, as many native English speakers are, is to be in the minority, and perhaps to be missing out. 

Multilingualism has been shown to have many social, psychological and lifestyle advantages. Moreover, researchers 

are finding a swathe of health benefits from speaking more than one language, including faster stroke recovery and 

delayed onset of dementia. 

I am sitting in a laboratory, headphones on, looking at pictures of snowflakes on a computer. As each pair of snowflakes 

appears, I hear a description of one of them through the headphones. All I have to do is decide which snowflake is being 

described. The only catch is that the descriptions are in a completely invented language called Syntaflake. 

It’s part of an experiment by Panos Athanasopoulos, an ebullient Greek with a passion for languages. Professor of 

psycholinguistics and bilingual cognition at Lancaster University, he’s at the forefront of a new wave of research into 

the bilingual mind. The task is profoundly strange and incredibly difficult. Usually, when interacting in a foreign 

language, there are clues to help you decipher /dɪˈsaɪfə/ the meaning.  

After a time, though, I begin to feel a pattern might be emerging with the syntax and sounds. I join Athanasopoulos for 

a chat while my performance is being analysed by his team. 

Glumly, I recount my difficulties at learning the language, despite my best efforts. But it appears that was where I went 

wrong: “The people who perform best on this task are the ones who don’t care at all about the task and just want to 

get it over as soon as possible. Students and teaching staff who try to work it out and find a pattern always do worst,” 

he says. 

“It’s impossible in the time given to decipher the rules of the language and make sense of what’s being said to you. But 

your brain is primed to work it out subconsciously. That’s why, if you don’t think about it, you’ll do okay in the test – 

children do the best.” 

 

Split personality  

Ask me in English what my favourite food is, and I will picture myself in London choosing from the options I enjoy there. 

But ask me in French, and I transport myself to Paris, where the options I’ll choose from are different. So the same 

deeply personal question gets a different answer depending on the language in which you’re asking me. This idea that 

you gain a new personality with every language you speak is a profound one. 

Athanasopoulos and his colleagues have been studying the capacity for language to change people’s perspectives. In 

one experiment, English and German speakers were shown videos of people moving, such as a woman walking towards 

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20160811-the-amazing-benefits-of-being-bilingual
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20160811-the-amazing-benefits-of-being-bilingual


Adapted from: http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20160811-the-amazing-benefits-of-being-
bilingual  

Beatriz Solino 
Blog at: beatrizsolinoelt.wordpress.com 

her car or a man cycling to the supermarket. English speakers focus on the action and typically describe the scene as “a 

woman is walking” or “a man is cycling”. German speakers, on the other hand, have a more holistic worldview and will 

include the goal of the action: they might say (in German) “a woman walks towards her car” or “a man cycles towards 

the supermarket”. 

 

Mental muscles  

For bilinguals, with their exceptionally buff executive control, the flanker test is just a conscious version of what their 

brains do subconsciously all day long – it’s no wonder they are good at it.  

A superior ability to concentrate, solve problems and focus, better mental flexibility and multitasking skills are, of 

course, valuable in everyday life. But perhaps the most exciting benefit of bilingualism occurs in ageing “The bilinguals 

showed symptoms of Alzheimer’s some four to five years after monolinguals with the same disease pathology,” she 

says.  

Being bilingual didn’t prevent people from getting dementia, but it delayed its effects. It is thought that this is because 

bilingualism rewires the brain and improves the executive system, boosting people’s “cognitive reserve”. It means that 

as parts of the brain succumb to damage, bilinguals can compensate more because they have extra grey matter and 

alternative neural pathways. 

Alex Rawlings is a British professional polyglot who speaks 15 languages: “Each language gives you a whole new lifestyle, 

a whole new shade of meaning,” he says. “It’s addictive!” 
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