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Abstract

Retrieval-augmented generation (RAG) has re-
cently emerged as a promising solution for
incorporating up-to-date or domain-specific
knowledge into large language models (LLMs)
and improving LLM factuality, but is predom-
inantly studied in English-only settings. In
this work, we consider RAG in the multilin-
gual setting (mRAG), i.e. with user queries
and the datastore in 13 languages, and investi-
gate which components and with which adjust-
ments are needed to build a well-performing
mRAG pipeline, that can be used as a strong
baseline in future works. Our findings highlight
that despite the availability of high-quality off-
the-shelf multilingual retrievers and generators,
task-specific prompt engineering is needed to
enable generation in user languages. Moreover,
current evaluation metrics need adjustments for
multilingual setting, to account for variations
in spelling named entities. The main limita-
tions to be addressed in future works include
frequent code-switching in non-Latin alphabet
languages, occasional fluency errors, wrong
reading of the provided documents, or irrel-
evant retrieval. We release the code for the
resulting mRAG baseline pipeline at https:
//github.com/naver/bergen1.

1 Introduction

Retrieval-augmented generation (RAG) (Ram
et al., 2023) has recently emerged as a promising
solution for incorporating up-to-date or domain-
specific knowledge into large language models
(LLMs) and improving LLM factuality, especially
in knowledge-intensive tasks such as open-domain
question answering or fact-checking. RAG
augments user queries with relevant context re-
trieved from the Internet or a given collection and
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Figure 1: Multilingual retrieval-augmented generation
pipeline. We study which components are required to
build a well performing mRAG pipeline, that can be
used as a strong baseline in future works.

No Retrieval from Wiki in
retrieval English User lang English+UL All langs

MKQA

English 58.4 70.2 — — 68.5
Arabic 26.4 45.9 36.3 49.0 48.2

Chinese 21.4 29.1 22.5 27.2 31.0
French 48.4 62.6 56.3 65.0 66.2

Finnish‡ 29.7 55.8 45.2 59.8 60.7
German 47.8 64.6 54.8 65.5 66.9
Italian 51.5 61.2 56.8 64.8 66.3

Japanese 31.7 42.7 28.8 40.2 42.1
Korean 21.5 32.2 31.5 38.4 38.1

Portuguese 48.4 62.3 54.9 65.2 66.9
Russian† 38.1 55.0 51.0 61.0 59.4
Spanish 52.5 63.3 57.3 65.7 67.1
Thai‡ 12.4 23.7 10.1 23.2 24.5

XOR TyDi QA

English 47.5 64.2 — — 59.4
Arabic 47.7 52.9 65.5 66.6 66.8

Finnish‡ 30.8 45.2 58.9 60.9 59.1
Japanese 21.0 25.2 30.0 24.8 31.8
Korean 31.0 33.4 40.8 40.0 41.8

Russian† 40.5 53.9 62.3 63.8 64.6

Table 1: Performance of mRAG for various languages
on MKQA and XOR-TyDi QA datasets (TyDi QA for
English), with different retrieval options. Metric: char-
acter 3-gram recall. Retriever: BGE-m3. Reranker:
BGE-m3. Generator: Command-R-35B. Prompt: trans-
lated into user languages with an instruction to generate
in the given user language (UL). † denotes languages
included in Command-R pretraining but not instruction
tuning. ‡ denotes languages not included in Command-
R pretraining nor tuning. RAG brings substantial per-
formance improvement in all languages, and retrieval
from multilingual Wikipedia is beneficial in most cases.
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then passes the result to an LLM to generate a
knowledge-grounded response. Recent works fo-
cus on improving various components of the com-
plex RAG pipeline, e.g. generator (Yoran et al.,
2024) or search query processor (Ma et al., 2023),
as well as addressing fragility of the RAG approach,
e.g. filtering irrelevant retrieved context (Wang
et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2023; Kim et al., 2024) or dy-
namically deciding for which user queries retrieval
is actually needed (Jiang et al., 2023; Asai et al.,
2024).

Unfortunately, all listed efforts are focusing on
English as the data language in their experiments,
i.e. the language of the user queries and of the
knowledge datastore. In this work, we argue for
the importance of considering multilingual settings
in RAG experiments and advancing multilingual
RAG (mRAG), as it has clear advantages for both
English and non-English speakers. On the one
side, enabling access to RAG advances for non-
English speakers requires testing the applicabil-
ity of approaches proposed in the literature for
non-English queries, and possibly developing spe-
cial multilinguality-oriented RAG methodologies.
On the other side, considering non-English knowl-
edge datastores ensures access to local or culture-
specific information for all future users of RAG
models, as such information is often available only
in non-English. In the similar way retrieving from
English may be beneficial for non-English queries
e.g. about US or British culture.

Enabling high-quality RAG in multilingual set-
tings requires access to strong multilingual retriev-
ers and generators, as well as high-quality multi-
lingual evaluation. The retriever should be able
to map queries in the user language to the doc-
uments in the same or different language. The
generator should be able to generate fluently and
correctly in the user language, but also to under-
stand documents in various languages and to fol-
low instructions specified in the prompt. While
recent advances in natural language processing and
information retrieval made appropriate candidate
components available, the entire multilingual RAG
pipeline was not evaluated in the literature before.

The main contribution of our work is (1) build-
ing a publicly available baseline mRAG pipeline,
to foster research on multilingual RAG in a zero-
shot setting, and (2) conducting an initial study
of mRAG in open question answering with user
queries and retrieval datastores in 13 languages.

We aim to answer the following research questions:

• does RAG bring same performance improve-
ments in knowledge-intensive tasks in non-
English as in English?

• which components are needed for effective
mRAG and which adaptations are required?

• what are the main limitations of the existing
components that can be addressed in future
work?

Our key findings can be summarized as follows:

• Retrieval: recent off-the-shelf multilingual re-
trievers and rerankers perform reasonably well
in both cases when queries and documents are
in the same or different language, and also
handle well retrieval from multilingual datas-
tores (Tables 1 and 7);

• Generation: achieving high performance
across all languages requires a strong mul-
tilingually pretrained and tuned LLM, cou-
pled with advanced prompting, e.g. translat-
ing prompts into user languages and instruct-
ing the LLM to generate responses in the user
language (Tables 2, 5 and 6);

• Evaluation: evaluation metrics need adjust-
ment to take into account the zero-shot sce-
nario, e.g. variations in spelling named enti-
ties in cross-lingual settings (Table 3);

• The main limitations to be addressed in fu-
ture works include frequent code-switching2

in non Latin alphabet languages, occasional
fluency errors, wrong reading of the provided
documents, or irrelevant retrieval (Table 8).

2 Related Work

Despite mRAG being not well studied in the liter-
ature, some of the individual components of the
RAG pipeline were rather well developed for mul-
tilingual settings, e.g. multilingual retrievers and
generator LLMs; we discuss them in Section 3.

The closest line of work to ours is multilingual
open question answering (Asai et al., 2021b; Muller
et al., 2022; Sorokin et al., 2022; Asai et al., 2022)
defined as a the task of answering non-English
questions from a large collection of multilingual

2Code-switching refers to inserting fragments in other lan-
guages when generating in a given language.
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documents, as introduced in (Asai et al., 2021b).
Those aforementioned works train task-specific
models combining cross-lingual retrievers and mul-
tilingual generation models, e.g. with iterative ex-
tension of annotated data used in the CORA ap-
proach (Asai et al., 2021b). The key difference of
our work is that we compose the mRAG system in a
zero-shot manner, using off-the-shelf components
without dedicated training. This approach, dom-
inating nowadays in the literature, is enabled by
recent advances in LLMs and retrieval and makes
the system more robust and easy-to-extend. It’s
important to note that our goal is not to outperform
the mentioned models such as CORA, but to eval-
uate the state of the described zero-shot mRAG
setting, understand its open problems, and provide
an experimental ground for future development of
mRAG.

Another related and orthogonal effort is (Thakur
et al., 2024) which release a NoMIRACL dataset
for evaluating LLM robustness in mRAG across 18
typologically diverse languages.

3 Multilingual RAG pipeline

The high-level illustration of the mRAG pipeline
is presented in Figure 1. The input is represented
by a user query q in language Lq. This could be
an arbitrary user request to an LLM. Following
the common practice of testing RAG systems on
open-domain question answering, we assume q is
an information-seeking question. The model is
expected to output response r which correctly an-
swers the given question. An important (and rea-
sonable) expectation is that the model replies in the
user language, i.e. r is written in Lq.

Step 1: retrieval. The first step in mRAG is
retrieving context c relevant to the query q from the
Internet or a particular collection C, using the re-
triever system R: c = R(q̃, C), q̃ = Q(q). Here Q
denotes an optional query generation model which
infers a search query q̃ from a user query c, e.g. it
can be an LLM prompted to reformulate the query,
or simply copying the user query q. Following a
standard practice in testing RAG systems, we use
Wikipedia as our collection C. In most of the exper-
iments we assume monolingual C in language LC

(English or user language), but we also experiment
with retrieving from the multilingual C.

The retriever system R usually consists of two
stages. The first stage ranker R1 encodes queries
q and documents d ∈ C independently: hq =

R1(q̃) ∈ Rn, hd = R1(d) ∈ Rn, allowing to
precompute document representations offline and
enabling fast search over large collections, e.g.
c̃ = top-Kd∈Ch

T
q hd, K denotes the number of

retrieved documents. The second-stage reranker
R2 processes a (small) subset c̃ of documents from
C retrieved by R1 and encodes documents together
with queries: hq,d = R2(q̃, d) ∈ R, enabling se-
mantically richer representations and selecting k
most relevant documents: c = top-kd∈c̃hq,d. Both
R1 and R2 are often based on BERT-like mod-
els and trained on retrieval datasets such as MS-
MARCO (Nguyen et al., 2016). In our work we
rely on retrievers and rerankers developed specifi-
cally for the multilingual setting.

Step 2: generation. The second stage of mRAG
pipeline consists of generating a response r based
on the user query q and retrieved relevant context
c with a generator LLM: r = LLM(q, c). State-of-
the-art LLMs follow the wide-spread paradigm of
pretraining a decoder-only Transformer model on
a large set of unsupervised data and then tuning it
for instruction following and alignment with user
preferences. This second step of instruction tuning
and alignment often introduces a template, repre-
senting formatting rules for passing data into the
LLM. Template usually contains placeholders for
user queries q, model responses r and also for a
system prompt, which is put in the beginning of the
template and describes the task / role for the LLM.
A simplest example of the system prompt is “You
are a helpful assistant.”. In our work we study sev-
eral generator LLMs and experiment extensively
with various prompting strategies for mRAG.

Below we describe how we instantiate different
components of our mRAG pipeline.

Multilingual retrievers. The described problem
setting requires strong monolingual and cross-
lingual rankers and rerankers, for cases when
Lq = LC and Lq ̸= LC , correspondingly. We
pick a strong recently released and publicly avail-
able BGE-m33 (Chen et al., 2024) which provides
all listed functionalities and includes all languages
we consider in its training data. We also consider a
baseline including query translation, where query
generator Q translates q from Lq to LC . We em-
ploy the NLLB-600M translation model4 (Team

3Retriever: https://huggingface.co/BAAI/bge-m3
(dense version). Reranker: https://huggingface.co/
BAAI/bge-reranker-v2-m3.

4https://huggingface.co/facebook/
nllb-200-distilled-600M
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Prompt label Prompt text (written in the language specified
in the last column)

Prom.
lang.

Reply short (EN) “Answer a given question as short as possible.” EN

Reply short in
same lang (EN)

“Answer a given question as short as possible.
Answer in the same language as the language of
the question.”

EN

Reply short in UL (EN) “Answer a given question as short as possible.
Answer in {UL}.”

EN

Reply short (UL) “Answer a given question as short as possible.” UL

Reply short in UL (UL) “Answer a given question as short as possible.
Answer in {UL}.”

UL

Reply short in UL
+ NE in UL (UL)

“Answer a given question as short as possible.
Answer in {UL} and write all named entities in
{UL} alphabet.”

UL

Table 2: System prompts used in our experiments. {UL}
denotes a placeholder to insert the target language.

Text Character 3-grams

Ground truth sofya kovalevskaya [sof ofy fya kov ova val ale lev evs
vsk ska kay aya]

Model response sofia kovalevskaia [sof ofi fia kov ova val ale lev evs
vsk ska kai aia]

Recall 0 9/13 = 69.2%

Table 3: Illustration of the proposed character 3-gram re-
call metric, designed to be more robust to different possi-
ble transliterations of named entities. Tokens matching
between groundtruth and model response are under-
lined.

et al., 2022).

Multilingual generation. Most of current state-
of-the-art LLMs are either English-centric or sup-
port a limited set of languages, possibly due to
under-investigated effects of the "curse of multilin-
guality" for large models (Conneau et al., 2020),
i.e. it is yet unclear how many languages LLMs
can fit without hurting performance, or due to
limited availability of multilingual instruction tun-
ing and alignment datasets. At the same time, it
was shown that even English-centric LLMs, which
were pretrained and finetuned mostly on English
data, may exhibit good multilingual capabilities
due to the occasional presence of multilingual
data in pretraining (Ye et al., 2023; Chirkova and
Nikoulina, 2024). As such, we experiment with
both strong English-centric and recent multilingual
models. Among English-centric models we pick
commonly-used LLaMA-2-7B-chat (Touvron et al.,
2023) and state-of-the-art SOLAR-10.7B (Kim
et al., 2023), and among multilingual models
we pick Mixtral-8x7B (Jiang et al., 2024) and
Command-R-35B5. All models were instruction-
tuned. Command-R-35B was developed with keep-

5https://huggingface.co/CohereForAI/
c4ai-command-r-v01

MKQA en ar es fi fr de ja it ko pt ru th zh

# examples 2827
len ques. 43 38 48 46 49 47 26 48 22 45 42 41 16
len answ. 11 10 11 11 11 11 8 11 6 11 10 12 6

Tydi QA en

# examples 440
len ques. 39
len answ. 13

XOR-Tydi QA ar fi ja ko ru

# examples 708 615 433 371 568
len ques. 30 37 18 20 42
len answ. 11 14 5 5 11

Wikipedia en ar es fi fr de ja it ko pt ru th zh

# ex. (M) 25 3.3 10 1.5 13 14 27 8.2 1.6 4.7 8.6 3.7 11
len pass. 624 585 619 833 627 720 208 650 431 619 721 217 206

Table 4: Statistics of the used data. Len denotes median
length in Unicode characters.

ing RAG application in mind and officially sup-
ports 11 languages6, including most of our con-
sidered languages, and also includes 13 more lan-
guages (incl. Russian) in pretraining but not in-
struction tuning. Mixtral-8x7B was pretrained on
the multilingual data with 5 languages7, we use it’s
instruction-tuned version.

System prompt. In our preliminary experiments
we noticed that models sometimes reply in English
even for non-English user queries. This is not an
expected behavior and substantially reduces met-
rics, calculated over groundtruth answers in user
languages. To tackle this, we study various strate-
gies for defining the system prompt, e.g. including
an explicit instruction to reply in the user language,
see Table 2 for all the system prompts that we
consider. Some strategies include translation of
the prompts into user languages: we used Google
Translate and asked native or fluent speakers of
considered languages, employed in our research
laboratory, to check and correct the generated trans-
lations8.

Multilingual QA datasets. We follow (Asai
et al., 2021b) and use MKQA (Longpre et al., 2021)
and XOR-TyDi QA (Asai et al., 2021a) datasets
for evaluation in our experiments. MKQA consists
of 10k examples from the Natural Questions (NQ)
dataset (Kwiatkowski et al., 2019), translated into

6Command-R official languages: Arabic, Brazilian Por-
tuguese, English, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Korean,
Simplified Chinese, and Spanish

7Mixtral official languages: English, French, Italian, Ger-
man, and Spanish

8Issues raised when controlling prompt translation include
(1) wrong semantics of the assistant’s task in translations
which is highly undesirable; (2) choosing between formal
and informal register – we chose informal style for all cases;
(3) complications with translating field-specific terms such as
“named entities”; (4) absence of the direct translation of the
phrase "You are a helpful assistant" in some languages.
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25 languages. This dataset is therefore parallel
between languages and grounds knowledge primar-
ily in English Wikipedia. In our experiments we
select a subset of 2.7K samples, overlapping be-
tween MKQA and KILT NQ datasets9, thus recov-
ering relevant documents information from KILT
NQ. XOR-TyDi QA comprises 40K information-
seeking questions in 7 languages (of which we us
3K validation questions) and grounds questions in
Wikipedia in the same language as the question
or in English. To provide English for comparison,
we include results for English on the TyDi QA
dataset (Clark et al., 2020). Though both datasets
come with oracle contexts, questions are context-
independent, meaning that they can be understood
without context and the answers are “universal” and
not specific to the provided contexts. This property
is not held for many other multilingual QA datasets,
e.g. some reading comprehension datasets.

Statistics of the used datasets (number of exam-
ples, average lengths) are presented in Table 4. We
select a diverse set of user languages (ULs) to ex-
periment with, including Latin and non Latin script
ones (see Table 1).

Evaluation. Both MKQA and XOR-TyDi QA
contain mostly short answer labels, e.g. a person
name, a date etc. Following common RAG eval-
uation practice and Asai et al. (2021b), we use
lexical matching metrics, i.e. whether ground-truth
or its tokens are contained in the generated answer.
One key difference with (Asai et al., 2021b) is that
we generate answers with off-the-shelf LLMs in a
zero-shot setting, which tend to produce verbose
answers, mostly consisting of full sentences rather
than single-phrase outputs. While this is not a
weakness, it requires adjusting metrics for reliable
evaluation, e.g. prioritize recall over precision and
measure which percentage of tokens contained in
the ground-truth label are contained in the response
generated by the model.

In our preliminary experiments we noticed a pat-
tern arising sometimes in the scenario with cross-
lingual retrieval, when models generate a translit-
eration of named entities in other languages dif-
ferent from the one contained in the ground-truth
label. This is again not a weakness of the system,
but needs to be accounted in the evaluation metric.
Since word-level matching fails to capture similar-
ity in the described case, we propose to evaluate

9NQ dataset in KILT benchmark available at https://
huggingface.co/datasets/kilt_tasks

recall on character n-gram level. We first split
ground-truth labels into tokens, extract all charac-
ter 3-grams from each token and evaluate which
percentage of such ngrams is present in the model-
generated response, see Table 3 for illustration.

In addition to the task metric, we also control
the correct language rate, CLR, which measures
which percentage of model outputs are written in
the user language. We detect languages using
fasttext library (Joulin et al., 2017, 2016) and
its lid.176.bin model10. Due to high erroneous
level of language identification for short sequences,
we only evaluate the CRL metric for model re-
sponses longer than 20 characters.

4 Experimental details

Retrieval. We follow (Asai et al., 2021b) and
(Karpukhin et al., 2020) and construct passages
by splitting Wikipedia article into chunks of
100 words (or 100 Unicode characters for non
whitespace separated languages, namely Chinese,
Japanese, and Thai) and prepending the article ti-
tle to each chunk. In most of the experiments we
retrieve either from English Wikipedia (KILT ver-
sion11) or Wikipedia in the user language12, but we
also experiment with retrieving from concatenation
of two mentioned Wikipedias and from Wikipedia
in all considered languages. For each question in
the evaluation data, we retrieve 50 relevant pas-
sages and pass them to the reranker to select top-5
relevant ones which will be inserted in the LLM
context during generation.

Generation. We use greedy decoding, limit gen-
eration to maximum 128 new tokens and run all
experiments with model quantized into int4.

Evaluation. We rely on the commonly-used
SQUAD evaluation script13, but use it on the char-
acter 3-gram level, as discussed in Section 3 and
illustrated in Table 3. We preprocess both ground-
truth labels and predicted responses by lower-
casing them, removing punctuation and articles.

10https://fasttext.cc/docs/en/
language-identification.html

11https://huggingface.co/datasets/facebook/
kilt_wikipedia

12https://huggingface.co/datasets/wikimedia/
wikipedia

13https://github.com/allenai/bi-att-flow/blob/
master/squad/evaluate-v1.1.py
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Correct language rate (CRL) Character 3-gram recall

SOLAR-10.7B Command-R-35B SOLAR-10.7B Command-R-35B

ko fr ru ko fr ru ko fr ru ko fr ru

Retrieval in English

Reply short (EN) 21.1 71.8 61.0 54.3 47.2 41.7 17.3 64.1 41.3 23.8 59.8 32.5
+ reply in UL (EN) 83.4 99.4 98.1 96.8 89.6 80.6 19.5 64.1 55.6 29.8 60.4 41.7
Reply short (UL) 2.8 90.1 59.4 98.3 96.8 94.7 17.9 64.4 41.4 30.0 62.6 50.1
+ reply in UL (UL) 69.3 99.5 99.5 100 98.6 96.5 18.6 64.6 56.6 33.7 62.8 53.2

Retrieval in user languages

Reply short (EN) 24.7 76.9 70.0 99.9 95.8 97.4 16.0 55.8 44.6 28.4 51.7 46.9
+ reply in UL (EN) 61.9 99.4 95.8 100 97.3 97.5 22.2 55.9 50.4 28.8 51.5 46.5
Reply short (UL) 9.0 90.3 78.4 100 98.9 98.9 15.4 55.7 47.1 29.0 54.1 49.0
+ reply in UL (UL) 41.0 99.5 97.7 100 99.0 98.9 18.5 56.1 52.1 28.9 54.0 49.3

No retrieval

Reply short (EN) 7.6 47.3 50.7 94.2 85.1 88.5 12.1 50.1 26.9 22.6 49.0 33.5
+ reply in UL (EN) 60.5 94.1 84.7 99.2 92.0 93.7 11.0 48.0 31.1 21.9 49.2 32.2
Reply short (UL) 1.0 73.6 46.3 99.8 92.1 95.3 12.6 52.8 27.1 22.9 49.4 35.4
+ reply in UL (UL) 51.5 97.3 97.5 99.9 92.0 98.1 11.2 51.0 33.8 21.9 47.7 36.4

Table 5: Comparison of system prompts, for two generator models and in three retrieval settings: no retrieval,
retrieval from English Wikipedia and from Wikipedia in user languages (ULs). Retrieval and reranking with
BGE-m3. Colors visualize scores. Main conclusion: both models sometimes reply in English instead of the user
language and it gets maximally addressed by explicitly specifying an instruction to generate response in the user
language and translating the system prompt into the user language ("Reply short + reply in UL (UL)").

Correct language rate Char 3-gram recall

ko fr ru ko fr ru en

Retrieval in English

Llama-2-7B 4.3 62.8 0.8 17.4 58.9 21.1 70.8
Solar-10.7B 53.1 99.7 99.7 18.4 64.5 56.7 74.5
Mixtral-8x7B 89.0 95.7 34.4 22.7 64.8 32.9 73.3
Cmd-R-35B 100 99.5 97.8 33.9 66.5 54.9 70.2

Retrieval in user languages

Llama-2-7B 7.3 47.6 5.1 13.0 52.5 20.8 —
Solar-10.7B 28.8 99.5 98.7 17.6 55.9 51.2 —
Mixtral-8x7B 92.5 97.1 64.4 24.1 57.3 43.2 —
Cmd-R-35B 100 99.8 99.1 29.6 55.1 49.4 —

No retrieval

Llama-2-7B 50.2 95.6 63.7 7.6 37.9 18.4 48.0
Solar-10.7B 61.9 98.6 98.2 11.2 50.8 33.6 61.7
Mixtral-8x7B 85.2 97.5 73.1 13.4 61.8 41.4 67.8
Cmd-R-35B 99.6 97.4 98.3 18.6 52.6 36.2 58.4

Table 6: Comparison of generator models (all models
after instruction tuning). Retrieval and reranking with
BGE-m3. Prompt: "Reply short in UL + NE in UL
(UL)" for non-English and "Reply short" for English.
Llama-7B and Solar-10.7B are English-centric, while
Mixtral-8x7B and Command-R-35B are multilingual
by design. CLR in En is always 100%. Colors visual-
ize scores. Main conclusion: using a multilingual-by-
design model is essential to enable generation in a broad
set of languages, but English-centric models also exhibit
mRAG capabilities is particular languages.

5 Results and discussion

Table 1 summarizes the results across different lan-
guages on MKQA and XOR TyDi QA datasets. We
observe a high performance improvement brought
by RAG for all languages, but in many cases there
is an important gap in performance in English and

Retrieval recall@5 Char 3-gram recall

ko fr ru en ko fr ru en

No retrieval — — — — 18.6 52.6 36.2 58.4
BGE-m3 61.5 78.4 77.1 88.5 33.9 66.5 54.9 70.2
SPLADE + QT 60.9 72.0 71.9 78.5 32.9 63.6 51.3 66.0
BGE-m3 + QT 61.5 78.4 77.1 — 33.9 66.5 55.7 —
Oracle 100 100 100 100 44.1 70.4 60.5 71.2

Table 7: Comparison of retrieval options (retrieval in En-
glish). Generator: Command-R-35B. BGE-m3: both re-
triever and reranker. SPLADE is coupled with MiniLM
reranker. QT: query translation. SPLADE+QT for En-
glish means simply using SPLADE without QT. Re-
call@5 is reported for retrieval (before reranking).
Main conclusion: BGE-m3 enables reliable retrieval in
the cross-lingual scenario.

non-English. In what follows we present multi-
ple ablation studies to demonstrate steps needed to
achieve shown results, to better understand the rea-
sons behind the gap with English, and identify fu-
ture research directions. We study the effect of the
system prompt, generator model, retrieval system
and language. We run ablations on three languages:
French, Korean, and Russian.

Prompting strategy: importance of translating
the system prompt into target languages and
specifying the desired language of the response.
Table 5 summarizes an impact of prompt formu-
lation (defined in Table 2) on RAG performance
with English-centric SOLAR-10.7B and multilin-
gual Command-R-35B models.

The left part reporting Correct Language
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Rate (CLR) allows us to assess how often the
model replies in the user language. Due to
multilingual pretraining and instruction tuning,
Command-R-35B, equipped with the default system
prompt ("Reply short (EN)"), replies in the user
language in most, but not all, cases. Importantly,
it gets "distracted" by the English context when re-
trieving from English Wikipedia and replies in En-
glish for around 50% of non-English user queries.
English-centric SOLAR-10.7B, provided with the
default system prompt, also often replies in English.
These results demonstrate the need for using more
advanced language-related prompting strategies for
both models.

Explicitly specifying an instruction to reply in
the given user language, while keeping the system
prompt itself in English ("+ reply in UL (EN)"),
substantially alleviates the problem of generation
in English and correspondingly increases recall, but
still does not enable correct language rate (CRL)
close to 100%. In Appendix Table 9, we also
consider a more generic prompt with a "meta-
instruction" to reply in the same language as the
input language (+ reply in same lang (EN)) and
find that it leads to considerably lower CRL than
explicit language specification.

The further improvement in CRL (and thus re-
call) for both models is enabled by translating the
system prompt into user languages. With the sys-
tem prompt which includes explicit specification
to generate in the given user language and is also
written in the user language, both models achieve
CRL > 95% in most cases (except SOLAR-10.7B
for Korean). Such an approach is however less
convenient in practice, as it requires language ex-
pertise to control the quality of translating prompts
(see footnote 8) and dynamic selection of the sys-
tem prompt based on the user query. We believe
that enabling multilingual LLMs to follow in-
structions within mixed-language prompts is an
interesting research direction that would help
to eliminate the need for the described ad-hoc
prompting.

The high CLR is necessary but not sufficient
for high overall performance, as LLMs may use
code-switching and tend to insert English named
entities in their responses in user languages. In Ap-
pendix Table 9 we attempt to alleviate this issue by
augmenting the system prompt with an explicit in-
struction to write all named entities in ULs ("+NE
in ULs"). While it does slightly improve character

3-gram recall for Command-R in many cases, it
does not solve the issue fully. We believe that ad-
dressing the described code-switching problem
is an important direction for future research.

Generator model: importance of using a strong
multilingual base model. Table 6 compares four
considered generator LLMs with and without re-
trieval. We find that Command-R-35B is the only
model which consistently achieves high CLR and
highest ranges of recall for all considered lan-
guages (with advanced prompts discussed above).
Another considered multilingual-by-design model,
Mixtral-8x7B, reaches consistently high CLR and
recall only for French which was present in its pre-
training. English-centric LLAMA-2-chat-7B most
often replies in English. Interestingly, English-
centric SOLAR-10.7B reaches high CLR and recall
for French and Russian (with advanced prompts).
This could be attributed to its strong capabilities in
prompt understanding and accidental multilingual
data present in pretraining.

Despite Command-R-35B being a leader model
for non-English, its recall in English is much lower
than of English-centric SOLAR-10.7B which is pos-
sibly due to the "curse of multilinguality" effect.
This highlights the need for future models which
would be fluent and accurate in both English
and non-English.

Retrieval: high performance of off-the-shelf
multilingual retrievers in the in-domain setting.
In our work we rely on a strong multilingual re-
triever and reranker, BGE-m3, which was shown
by its authors to outperform other approaches on
multilingual retrieval benchmarks. In Table 7 we
evaluate its performance in the cross-lingual set-
ting (documents in English and user queries in non-
English), by comparing to the baselines involving
query translation from user languages to English.
We find that BGE-m3 outperforms a strong En-
glish model, SPLADE, used with translated queries.
We note that BGE-m3 was trained on the datasets
which also use Wikipedia as the document datas-
tore, therefore in our experiments it is used in the
in-domain setting. The retrieval performance in
the multilingual setting with domain-shift is yet
to be explored.

Which language to retrieve from: highest per-
formance with retrieving from multilingual
Wikipedia. Table 1 compares retrieval from En-
glish Wikipedia, Wikipedia in the user language,
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Error type Error count
(out of 50)

ru zh fr

System performance characteristics

Retrieved documents do not contain correct response 4 9 8
Wrong response with correct retrieval 4 7 3
Correct response with named entities in English 5 6 0
Correct response with different transliteration of named entities 6 2 0
Correct response with code switching 2 0 0
Correct response with fluency issues 1 1 0
Extra generated irrelevant text 1 1 2

Data characteristics

Ambiguous question (time-changing fact) 7 8 5
Ambiguous question (other) 3 2 1
Typo in question 1 0 0
Fluency error in question 1 0 1
Labels incomplete 5 11 1
Wrong labels 1 4 7
Labels in English 1 1 0

Table 8: Statistics of manual inspection of 50 random
predictions for MKQA in Russian, Chinese, and French.
Model: Command-R-35B. Retriever and reranker: BGE-
m3, retrieval from English Wiki. Prompt: "Reply short
in UL + NE in UL (UL)."

their union, and also Wikipedia in all considered
languages. In the latter two cases with run retrieval
over the embeddings of passages in multiple lan-
guages, so that the selected passages may be also
in multiple languages.

Comparing retrieval from English and user lan-
guage, we observe different behavior on the two
considered datasets. On the MKQA dataset, re-
trieval from English is more beneficial, which is
expected since questions in MKQA were initially
written by relying on the English Wikipedia and
then translated into other languages. At the same
time, XOR-TyDi QA includes questions grounded
in both English and user languages (see statistics
in Table 2, Longpre et al., 2021), and we observe
that retrieval from Wikipedia in the user language
is more beneficial.

Overall, we find that BGE-m3 also successfully
manages to retrieve from the concatenated multi-
lingual Wikipedia and thus dynamically choose the
more appropriate datastore, often reaching perfor-
mance higher than with any of the two monolingual
Wikipedias.

Best performing configuration to be used as a
strong baseline. Based on the previous experi-
ments, we highlight our best configuration, includ-
ing Command-R-35B generator, BGE-m3 retriever
and reranker, the system prompt ‘Reply short in
UL (UL)‘, and retrieval from the concatenation of
Wikipedia in various languages.

Manual inspection of errors. To better analyze
failure cases, we perform a manual analysis of pre-

dictions in French, Chinese, and Russian and report
results in Table 8. We find that system improve-
ments can be made at all steps, including retrieval,
reading from the retrieved documents, addressing
issues with code-switching and occasional fluency
issues in non-English generation. Table 7 confirms
gap in retrieval quality between English and non-
English. Many examples are characterized by dif-
ferent transliteration of named entities which we
take into account in evaluation, by computing lex-
ical match metrics on the character n-gram level.
We underline that the possibility of various pos-
sible transliterations and code switching should
be also kept in mind in the future development
of evaluation metrics. Finally, we notice several
issues with evaluation data, including ambiguous
questions and incomplete or wrong labels, as well
as typos or fluency errors in questions.

6 Conclusion

In this work we study RAG in multilingual settings
and build a strong pipeline to be used as a baseline
in future works. Better understanding of mRAG
would enable reliable information access across
different languages and cultures. We analyze an
impact of each mRAG component impact on over-
all performance and provide guidelines and future
research direction to further improve it.

Possible research directions include:

• The need for stronger multilingual LLMs
and decoding strategies. Our study high-
lights multilingual generation as a weakest
part of the mRAG pipeline, especially with
mixed-language context. We show that even
strongest available multilingual LLMs can get
distracted by the language of the prompt, and
require ad-hoc prompting to enable consis-
tent generation in the user language. Even
then, they are still prone to code-switching
especially when writing named entities. We
believe listed limitations could be addressed
by including mixed-language examples in in-
struction tuning or by developing specific de-
coding strategies.

• LLM-based evaluation in multilingual set-
tings. In our work we rely on the lexical
matching-based metrics due to their trans-
parency and interpretability. At the same
time, recent works use LLM-based evaluation
which captures better semantic similarities but
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is currently underexplored in multilingual set-
tings.

• Multi-domain multilingual retrieval. Current
multilingual retrievers and rerankers are pre-
dominantly trained on Wikipedia-based data
which could limit their applicability to other
domains.

Limitations

Following common practice in RAG and as a first
step in mRAG, we run evaluation on the open ques-
tion answering task and with Wikipedia as the data-
store. Important next steps include considering
other tasks and domains.

Some of the standard practice in RAG which
we left out of the scope of this study include
query reformulation component and context post-
processing (e.g. filtering irrelevant passages).
These components are less relevant for the question
answering datasets we studied, but will be more
relevant for other tasks, and should be included in
future work.

We only considered single retriever and reranker
model (Chen et al., 2024) since this is the strongest
open-source multilingual retrieval system available
at the moment of our work, covering many different
languages withing a single model.

Ethics Statement

We do not anticipate negative societal impact from
our work and on the reverse hope that it will help to
broaden the accessibility of modern NLP to other
languages.
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Correct language rate (CRL) Character 3-gram recall

SOLAR-10.7B Command-R-35B SOLAR-10.7B Command-R-35B

ko fr ru ko fr ru ko fr ru ko fr ru

Retrieval in English

Reply short + reply in same lang (EN) 51.9 91.2 90.9 67.8 64.3 53.5 17.7 64.3 52.5 24.8 60.6 35.0
Reply short + reply in UL (EN) 83.4 99.4 98.1 96.8 89.6 80.6 19.5 64.1 55.6 29.8 60.4 41.7
Reply short + reply in UL (UL) 69.3 99.5 99.5 100 98.6 96.5 18.6 64.6 56.6 33.7 62.8 53.2
Reply short + reply in UL + NE in UL (UL) 53.1 99.7 99.7 100 99.5 97.8 18.4 64.5 56.7 33.9 66.5 54.9

Retrieval in user languages

Reply short + reply in same lang (EN) 32.3 92.0 91.0 99.9 96.8 97.5 18.0 55.5 49.4 28.7 51.3 46.6
Reply short + reply in UL (EN) 61.9 99.4 95.8 100 97.3 97.5 22.2 55.9 50.4 28.8 51.5 46.5
Reply short + reply in UL (UL) 41.0 99.5 97.7 100 99.0 98.9 18.5 56.1 52.1 28.9 54.0 49.3
Reply short + reply in UL + NE in UL (UL) 28.8 99.5 98.7 100 99.8 99.1 17.6 55.9 51.2 29.6 55.1 49.4

No retrieval

Reply short + reply in same lang (EN) 25.7 70.8 69.1 91.8 84.3 84.9 10.5 47.0 27.4 21.9 47.1 31.9
Reply short + reply in UL (EN) 60.5 94.1 84.7 99.2 92.0 93.7 11.0 48.0 31.1 21.9 49.2 32.2
Reply short + reply in UL (UL) 51.5 97.3 97.5 99.9 92.0 98.1 11.2 51.0 33.8 21.9 47.7 36.4
Reply short + reply in UL + NE in UL (UL) 61.9 98.6 98.2 99.6 97.4 98.3 11.2 50.8 33.6 18.6 52.6 36.2

Table 9: Results for additional considered system prompts, for two generator models and in three retrieval settings:
no retrieval, retrieval from English Wikipedia and from Wikipedia in user languages (ULs). Retrieval and reranking
with BGE-m3. Colors visualize scores. Main conclusion: (1) Specifying a meta-instruction to reply in the same
language as input language ("Reply short + reply in same lang (EN)") performs worse than explicitly specifying
the user language ("Reply short in UL (EN)"). (2) Including an instruction to generate named entities in the user
language ("+ NE in UL") slightly improves results in some cases but does not solve the problem of code switching
fully.
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