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I. Background 

Work of the English documentation units at the United Nations 

Thanks to the unique role that the English units play in upholding multilingualism at the United Nations, the language 
professionals who join them have the opportunity to perform a range of functions over the course of their careers.  

▪ Most official documentation submitted for translation is in English, so editing, i.e., bringing documents into line 
with official norms, is an important part of the workload at many duty stations (read about editing at the United 
Nations). 

▪ English units translate a very broad range of documents, from reports on nuclear disarmament to letters to the 
Secretary-General, and there are opportunities to translate from non-official languages as well. For example, the 
team in New York translated from Bulgarian, Dari, Dutch, German, Icelandic, Italian, Lithuanian, Polish, Portuguese 
and Serbian in 2021 – although, of course, nearly all translation work is from the official languages (Arabic, 
Chinese, French, Russian and Spanish). 

▪ English is the one source language common to all translators in the other language units so is often used as the 
relay language for translation. English units therefore must have staff who can translate from at least two of the 
other five official languages and aim to ensure that each unit can cover all five languages (read about translation 
at the United Nations

/dgacm/en/content/editing
/dgacm/en/content/translation
/dgacm/en/content/verbatim-reporting
/dgacm/en/content/precis-writing
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How we recruit 

The English units recruit through combined competitive examinations to identify language professionals with the 

potential to perform all the functions mentioned here: editing, translation, verbatim reporting, précis-writing and report-

writing. Educational, linguistic and other eligibility requirements are set out in the job opening corresponding to the 

examination. 

Candidates who succeed in the examination are placed on a roster and then offered staff positions as they become 

available at one of the duty stations mentioned in the job opening. The combination of languages and skills required 

varies slightly by location. Over the course of their careers, members of the English units may perform only one function 

or all of them, just as they may serve at only one duty station or at several, depending on their skills, interests and the 

positions available at given points in time. 

----------- 

II. The examination 

Competitive examinations for language positions are multiple-hurdle examinations: candidates who meet the eligibility 

requirements (as shown in their application) are invited to Part 1; those who succeed in Part 1 (four skills tests) are invited 

to Part 2 (two skills tests under proctored conditions); those who are successful in Part 2 are invited to Part 3 (one skills 

test and competency-based interview).  

The entire examination is conducted online. 

Part 1 

The structure of Part 1 is expected to be as follows: 

 

Translation into English of a text in Arabic, Chinese, French or Russian on a subject 
relevant to the United Nations (approx. 1 hour and 20 minutes).

Editing of an English text, making all necessary logical and stylistic corrections 
(approx. 1 hour and 20 minutes).

Summary in English of the text of a statement in English (approx. 1 hour).

Translation into English of a different text in French or Spanish on a subject relevant 
to the United Nations (approx. 1 hour and 20 minutes). The language of the text 
translated in exercise (D) must not be the same as the language of the text 
translated in exercise (A).

PART 1 
STRUCTURE 

A 

B 

C 

D 
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Notes: 

▪ The entire examination is conducted online. 

▪ If you meet the eligibility criteria (as shown in your application), you will be invited to Part 1 of the examination 
and given access to a trial version of the online testing system a few days before Part 1, which is tentatively 
scheduled for late November 2022.  

▪ See the tips below for how to practise for Part 1. The United Nations does not provide past examination papers 
for you to practise on because the content and structure of the exams vary over time. 

▪ In the exam, you will have to attempt the exercises in order and will not be able to start the next until you have 
completed (submitted) the previous one. 

▪ You will have to complete all four exercises within a certain time window; each exercise will be individually timed. 
Details will be provided nearer the date. 

▪ The order in which the exercises are done in no way reflects their relative importance: you must pass all exercises 
to be invited to Part 2. 

▪ You may use any tools and (non-human) resources during Part 1, but, of course, you may not consult or obtain 
help from anyone else.  

▪ In Part 2, your performance will be proctored using video and screen-recording software and you will have access 
only to specific resources.  

▪ Detailed rules and procedures will be provided nearer the time. 

----------- 

III. Preparing for the translation exercises 

Without translations of United Nations documentation, Member States would not be able to share ideas, information and 

views, reach collective decisions or take joint action. Intergovernmental deliberations and proceedings would grind to a 

halt. Given the importance of the work done by the Organization, United Nations translations need to be both timely and 

reliable. A late translation is of no use at all, and an inaccurate one can lead to misunderstandings or delays, possibly with 

dire consequences.  

Accordingly, in the translation exercises in Part 1, we will be looking for: (a) your solid understanding of the two source 

languages that you choose to translate from, as displayed in your ability to capture the meaning of the original in your 

translation; (b) your ability to use correct, clear, idiomatic English; and (c) your ability to translate well and fast. 

A career as a member of the English units at the United Nations is one of 

variety and continuous learning. 
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Instructions 

▪ The source text will be approximately 450-500 words (or equivalent) long. 

▪ Your translations will be judged on how accurately they convey the meaning of the original texts. This means that 

https://documents.un.org/prod/ods.nsf/home.xsp
/dgacm/en/content/exams-translators-verbatim-reporters-editors
/dgacm/en/content/exams-translators-verbatim-reporters-editors
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Example Issue Editorial fix 

The effective implementation of sustainable 
forest management is critically dependant upon 
adequate resources, including financing, 
capacity development and the transfer of 
environmentally sound technologies. 

incorrect 
word 

The effective implementation of sustainable forest 
management is critically dependant dependent upon 
adequate 
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/dgacm/en/content/editorial-manual/indirect-speech


/dgacm/en/content/exams-translators-verbatim-reporters-editors
/dgacm/en/content/exams-translators-verbatim-reporters-editors
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Things to note Statement transcript – 711 words Summary – 334 words 

▪ “last year’s” has been captured as ”2021” in 
the summary to make it clear to readers in 
many years’ time, but “the previous year’s” 
would have worked as well. 

▪ “should” and words such as “important” and 
“essential” tend to signal things that need to 
be included (see red 

 

/dgacm/en/content/editorial-manual/indirect-speech

