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Introduction

The main aim of this thesis is to investigate the use of code-mixing between Chinese and
English, specifically Mandarin-English and Cantonese-English combinations, in
contemporary Chinese advertising. Driven by a personal curiosity about the intersection
of language, culture and media, we analysed not only how code-mixing occurs, but also
why it has become such a widespread practice in Chinese and Cantonese advertising. This
thesis explores how language choices in advertising reflect broader social, cultural and
globalizing dynamics, and examines how Chinese consumers perceive the use of

linguistic blending in an increasingly interconnected media environment.

Advertising in China represents a vibrant and ever-changing sector. Chinese advertising
has grown at an exponential rate over the last few decades, gaining strategic and symbolic
significance in developing societal openness and driving economic development in the
country. Advertising is not merely an economic tool, it also acts as a social phenomenon,
reflecting cultural norms and values. It plays a pivotal role in shaping consumer
preferences by promoting products and creating favourable perceptions of them. As an
academic discipline, advertising often focuses on global patterns, analysing how
marketing strategies adapt to diverse cultural and social contexts. Due to its strong links
with consumer behaviour and commercial activity, advertising tends to flourish in regions
with a large consumer base. In the past few years, China's emergence as the world's
second-largest advertising market, behind only the United States, can be attributed to its

rapidly growing economy and rising consumer demand.

Modern Chinese society is shaped by a blend of tradition and modernity where long-
standing cultural values coexist with industrial and technological advancements. This
connection is particularly evident in contemporary Chinese advertising, which combines
global marketing practices with local cultural references and creative technologies.
Moreover, advertising serves as a site for language contact and interaction, particularly in
multilingual societies such as China. Among the various categories regarding language
contact, we will focus on code-mixing, which refers to the practice of alternating between
two languages within a single sentence or a piece of spoken or written text. This
phenomenon is frequent in multilingual communities and reflects social attitudes, cultural

affiliations and personal identities. In recent years, Mandarin-English and Cantonese-



English code-mixing, have attracted considerable academic interest in China and abroad.
Scholars  from various disciplines, including sociolinguistics, pragmatics,
psycholinguistics and language education, have examined this phenomenon from
different angles. In Chinese advertising, code-mixing is often used by copywriters for two
main purposes: to persuade consumers and to construct identities. As English continues
to spread globally, it has become deeply integrated into everyday communication in China,
appearing in everyday conversations, the media and advertisements. While code-mixing
can symbolise global connectivity and social advancement, its use also raises questions
about cultural authenticity. In fact, one of the main concerns is that Chinese-English code-
mixing could compromise the purity of the Chinese language. If used excessively in the
media and everyday communication, it could lead to the spread of non-standard

expressions, raising issues about linguistic clarity and integrity.

This study stems from a personal interest in exploring how Mandarin and Cantonese,
functioning as matrix languages (Myers-Scotton, 1997), so as the dominant languages
providing the grammatical structure, incorporate English terms and expression in
advertisements. This investigation was carried out after constructing a consistent
theoretical framework based on various studies, including Berruto's (2009) definition of
code-mixing, the Matrix Language Frame of Myers-Scotton (1997), the code-mixing
classification of Muysken (2000), Verschueren’s (1999) Adaptation Theory and Yu
Guodong’s (2000) Adaptation model. Building on this theoretical framework, we
conducted a qualitative analysis of Mandarin-English and Cantonese-English code-
mixing in advertisements, exploring the linguistic and psychological implications of it.
Rather than providing a quantitative analysis, this thesis aims to examine how code-
mixing is employed as a communication and persuasive strategy in advertising contexts.
This thesis is divided into three chapters. The first and the second chapter provide the
necessary background on advertising in China and the phenomenon of code-mixing,
laying the theoretical foundation for the research. The third chapter applies the theoretical
framework to selected advertisements, demonstrating how the previously discussed

concepts manifest in recent advertising campaigns.

The first chapter, in particular, provides an overview of the history and theory of
advertising in China. It traces the development of Chinese advertising from ancient times
to the digital age, highlighting key political and technological milestones along the way.

Then the chapter examines the industry's characteristics and introduces the segmentation
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of the Chinese market to improve the understanding of the current consumer profiles.
Ultimately, it outlines the regulatory framework that govern advertising practices in China,

shedding light on the country's legal approach to advertising ethics and language use.

The second chapter defines and explores the features of code-mixing, using key linguistic
frameworks such as the Matrix Language Frame (Myers-Scotton, 1997) and Muysken’s
categorisation of intra-sentential code-mixing (Muysken, 2000). It then outlines the
advantages and disadvantages of employing code-mixing in Chinese advertising and the
language situation in Mainland China and Hong Kong, by analysing how regional dialects
and government language policies influence language use in the media and advertising
sectors. Subsequently, it provides an overview of the role of English in Chinese
advertising and, by using examples of various advertisements, it demonstrates how
English can be used to enhance product appeal, signal modernity and construct
aspirational identities. The chapter also considers the pragmatic and psychological
motivations behind code-mixing, reflecting on the cultural and political controversies it
generates. Finally, it illustrates the characteristics of Mandarin-English code-mixing and
Cantonese-English code-mixing, demonstrating the creativity of copywriters in the

creation of advertisements.

The third chapter presents the research project, which involves conducting a qualitative
analysis of code-mixing in Mandarin-English and Cantonese-English advertisements.
The study focuses on the fast-food chain McDonald’s and on the beauty brand MAC
Cosmetics in both Mainland China and Hong Kong. It draws on a sample of digital
advertisements, collected from digital platforms such as WeChat, BiliBili, YouTube and
the official brand websites. The aim is to explore the linguistic and psychological

implications of code-mixing in real advertising contexts.



Chapter 1

Advertising in China

Advertising is defined as any form of paid promotion that enables firms to communicate
with potential customers about their products, services and ideas, in order to increase
awareness and sales volumes. Advertising typically servers three main purposes: inform,
persuade and remind; these three objectives collectively facilitate businesses in attracting,
retaining and engaging their customer’s base. More importantly, advertising connects a
good to a specific need or even creates new ones, implying that consuming the good or
service will satisfy that need. For advertising to be effective, it often requires extensive
repetition across multiple media channels over specific time periods. Its impact is
significantly influenced by the choice of words, colours, emotional appeal, and media
channels, thereby offering opportunities for the creative expression of its authors
(Hamilton, 2021). Moreover, advertising constitutes a distinctive form of communication
that fulfils communicative functions, since it facilitates the establishment of interpersonal
connections, it manages the communication processes and informs people regarding
events and facts of public life. There is an interaction between society and advertising
that functions as a bidirectional process. As a matter of fact, advertising exerts an indirect
influence on the perception of individual behaviour and public consciousness. Its indirect
impact is evident both in interpersonal communication, where advertising concepts are
reflected through personal exchanges, and in social norms, traditions, and stereotypes,
which represent mass representations of advertising’s influence. However, the impact of
advertising on contemporary society extends beyond merely shaping consumer behaviour
and influencing the dynamics of demand for goods and services. It functions
simultaneously as a medium of communication and as a cultural unit expressed through

a variety of media (Mounir, 2023).

Since advertising can be also regarded as a reflection of cultural values and traditions,
significant variations exist among advertisements created by companies from different
countries. Even within the same country, differences may occur due to local dialects and

the cultural influences specific to each region.

Chinese advertising is a dynamic industry, which is closely related to the economic
development of the country. During the last few decades, Chinese advertising has
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undergone a process of exponential growth, acquiring both strategic and symbolic
significance in fostering societal openness and driving economic development in the
country. Evolving from an initially negligible sector, it has expanded into a colossal
industry. According to Professor Li Hongmei, the evolution of advertising in China is
linked to four main factors: the nation’s economic globalization, political liberalization,
cultural transformations, and technological advancements. The interplay of these
interdependent forces defines the essential characteristics of advertising in China (Li,
2016). For this reason, it is important to analyse the cultural transformations, innovations
and economic changes that influenced Chinese advertising over the years, making it more

persuasive and effective in attracting customers.

1.1 The evolution of Chinese advertising

Chinese advertising has a long history, and its origins can be traced back to ancient China.
The earliest forms of advertising, in a broad sense, were clan and tribal totems from the
legendary dynasties of the Xia and Shang (2070—-1046 BC). In imperial China, advertising
continued to evolve throughout the following dynasties, but it is during the Northen Song

Dynasty (960-1127) that the first instance of print advertising and branding appeared.

It is believed that modern advertising, which is strictly intended as a paid form of
commercial promotion, began to appear in the middle of the 19th century and was related
to the two Opium Wars (1839-1842; 1856—1860). During this period, the Unequal
Treaties facilitated a flow of goods and capital that benefited only Westerns nations.
Foreigners employed advertising as a persuasive promotional tactic when they came to
China, with the intention of marketing their goods to the local population and taking
advantage of this promising market. These early instances of contemporary
advertisements were published in both Chinese and English in foreign-run newspapers.
In the 1920s and 1930s, Chinese advertising experienced what is often referred to as its

“golden age” (FE LM hudngjin shidai). This era saw the flourishing of advertising in

China by using various type of media, including newspapers, billboards, radio broadcasts,

and neon signs. Among the most emblematic forms of advertising during this period were

the “calendar posters” (B3 k2 yuéfénpai), which represented elegant Chinese women

portrayed in Westernized and modern poses (Puppin, 2020). There are many different
10



categories of yuefenpai, one of which promotes hedonistic values by incorporating
Western leisure activities, like ballroom and musical performance, as it is showed in

Figure 1 that is an example of a yuefenpai for the Fengtian Tobacco company.

LSS

I 'II_I-!-!. R T - e
Figure 1: An example of Yuefenpai for Fengtian Tobacco in the 1930s (source: Zhao & Belk,2008:52).
In the example above, the two women wear a E#8 (Qipdo), a mandarin dress that

combines the gi robe of the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), a long and loose dress, with the
European-style dress. In this advertisement, the fabric of the gipao is decorated with
geometric designs inspired by the fashionable art déco style of the time. In 1930s
Shanghai, art déco was an aspect of daily life, exerting a significant influence on
individuals across various social strata, especially within the foreign concessions of the

city (Zhao & Belk, 2008).

The development of Chinese advertising was interrupted by the Anti-Japanese War (1931-
1945) and the Civil War (1945-1949) between the Communists and the Nationalists, who

11



fought for legitimacy to govern the country. Following the Chinese Communist Party's
(CCP) victory and the establishment of the People's Republic of China (PRC) on 1
October 1949, advertising in China began to diminish, because it was considered
incompatible with socialists’ principles. During the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976),
Chinese advertising experienced a significant decline. However, commercial
advertisements for industrial items and raw materials remained, indicating that it wasn’t
officially forbidden or censored. In that period, Chinese media became state-owned and
mainly promoted political messages, an instance of this phase of closure in Chinese

advertising are the so called “propaganda posters” (& 1% &, xuanchudn huad), which

promoted revolutionary models and more significantly the cult of the chairman Mao

Zedong.

In 1978, during the Third Plenum of the 11th Central Committee of the CCP, the then
President Deng Xiaoping launched the policy of reform and opening up (B FF A, gdigé

kaifang), which resulted in the reemergence of advertising. Within this new political and
economic climate, advertising was acknowledged as essential for driving China's
economic development, allowing it to flourish again. During that period, foreign
advertising agencies were also permitted to re-enter the Chinese market, and commercial
announcements on television and radio began to promote foreign products. From 1979
onwards, China’s advertising industry has experienced a significant expansion, and this
growth is undeniably linked to the country’s economic transformation. There are several
key factors that have facilitated its rapid development, including the rise in disposable
income and purchasing power among the so-called 'new' Chinese consumers, the
liberalization of trade, the proliferation of e-commerce platforms and online shopping

opportunities, and government investment.

Between 1992 and 2001, Chinese advertising industry underwent a period of rapid growth,
closely associated with Deng Xiaoping’s Southern Talks. During his tour of China’s
southern provinces in 1992, Deng Xiaoping emphasized the importance of establishing a
‘socialist market economy’ (3% F X HIHRF, Shéhui zhityi shichdng jingji), which
significantly contributed to the growth of the advertising sector by acknowledging its role
as a driver of economic development. As a result, media organizations were permitted to
operate as ‘business units’ (2 & B f\[, Jingying danwéi) rather than public entities,

leading to their increasing commercialization. The Chinese advertising industry
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experienced a steady growth following the hosting of the Beijing Olympics in 2008 and
the Shanghai World Expo in 2010. In those years, advertisement improved significantly
in terms of artistic quality and innovation, gaining international acclaim, in fact, China
received its first Gold Lion at the Cannes Lions International Festival of Creativity in

2008 for the campaign “Together in 2008, impossible is nothing” (—i& 2008, XH A
o[ gE Yigi 2008, méiyou bu kénéng), developed by TBWA Worldwide Shanghai for Adidas,

as is shown in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2 One frame of the Adidas advertising that made China win its first Cannes Lion (Source: Sweney, 2008)".

Over the years, Chinese government has consistently supported the advertising industry
through various initiatives while aligning its efforts with its Five-Year Plans. For instance,
in 2012 the State Administration for Industry and Commerce (SAIC), the authority
supervising advertisement in China, introduced the “Plan for the Development of the
Advertising Industry during the 12th Five-Year Period”, covering the years from 2011 to
2015 (Puppin, 2020), for the first time. This plan emphasized the significant role of
advertising in both the economy and society, and it also outlined some key objectives,

including enhancing the industry's competitiveness, professionalism, and global presence.

!Online material available at: https://www.theguardian.com/media/2008/jun/18/advertising.chinathemedia
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In the last few years, the rise of online and mobile technologies has significantly
transformed the advertising landscape, leading to a decline of traditional media. As early
as 2005, online advertising overtook magazines in revenue and became the fastest-
growing sector in China. Since 2011, it has maintained an average annual growth rate of
40% and, by 2016, its market size surpassed the combined value of the four traditional
media (television, newspapers, radio and magazines). The advancement of mobile
technology has led to the rapid development of new apps, that can be used either as social
media or e-commerce platforms. Among these, currently the most popular are: Duoyin
(Bl3F Douyin), Little Red Book (/NZLH Xidohdngshit), WeChat ({85 Weixin) and
Tencent QQ (B51fl QQ Téngxun QQ). Other two important online platforms that have

revolutionised e-commerce in China are Taobao ((78= Tdobdo) and Alibaba (f]EE 2 E

Ali baba). The development of these apps and online platforms has enabled China to
implement different forms of advertising such as: search engine advertising, Al-generated
advertising delivered by avatars and sponsored content promoted by Chinese Key
Opinion Leaders (KOLs). These various forms of advertising have become an integral
part of daily life in China, significantly influencing how people interact and make

purchasing decisions (Puppin, 2020).

According to the 54 Statistical Report (CNNIC, 2024) on China’s Internet Development
conducted by the China Internet Network Information Center (H? & B Bt [ 215 B Hul

Zhongguo hulian wangluo xinxi zhongxin), by June 2024, the number of Internet users in
China had reached nearly 1.1 billion, an increase of 7.42 million compared to December
2023, and the number of online shoppers had reached 905 million, accounting for §2.3%
of the total internet users. The report further stated that in the first half of 2024, the online
shopping market maintained steady growth and played a crucial role in enhancing
consumption. As stated in the report, Chinese online platforms mainly adopt two
strategies to improve promotion and user experience: the low-price and user-oriented
strategy, and the Old for New initiative that has been launched to encourage the
replacement of consumer goods. Regarding the first strategy, major platforms emphasized
competitive pricing, for example Pinduoduo implemented an automated price tracking
system and a price reduction program to increase data traffic, while TikTok prioritised its
Price Force initiative, which focuses on offering low prices to gain a competitive
advantage in terms of product pricing. Additionally, platforms adopted consumer-friendly
policies like “refund only” and requiring merchants to offer freight and price insurance.
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Regarding the second strategy, online platforms facilitated the Old for New initiative by
increasing subsidies, simplifying procedures, and enhancing logistics. This initiative's
objective is twofold: to replace old products with new ones and to enhance the recycling
of the products that have been replaced. Data indicates that e-commerce platforms
supported the replacement of over 400,000 types of goods and the simultaneous recycling
of more than 300 categories (CNNIC, 2024). These data serve as evidence of the public's
acceptance of marketing strategies implemented through the Internet and social media,
and they demonstrate that social media technology in China is not only used by companies
to communicate with their potential customers, but also for the promotion of business

operations both locally and internationally.

1.2 The characteristics of Chinese advertising

Advertising can be analysed not only as an economic factor, but also as a social
phenomenon that reflects norms and cultural values. In fact, it plays a crucial role in
influencing consumer choices by highlighting certain products over others and shaping
their perceived positive attributes. Advertising research focuses on global transformation,
examining consistent patterns in advertising across different cultural and social contexts.
Since advertising is closely linked to market production, consumer behaviour, and
commercial activities, it thrives in regions with large consumer bases. During the last few
years, China has emerged as the world's second-largest advertising market, following the
United States, due to its expanding economy and rising consumer demand. The rising
living standards in the country have undoubtedly played an important role in this growth;
however, a significant segment of China's rural population still faces economic challenges,

while the middle class is rapidly expanding (Koptseva & Reznikova, 2017).

In contemporary China, social and cultural dynamics integrate traditional heritage with
industrial and post-industrial influences, incorporating both global and local trends
alongside advanced creative technologies. The interaction between industrial
development and traditional culture creates innovative cultural practices that not only
position China within the global high-tech landscape but also highlight its deep-rooted
traditions. This fusion of traditional Chinese culture and modern technologies is

particularly evident in Chinese advertising. Scholars studying the connection between
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global and traditional elements in Chinese advertisements have yet to reach a consensus
on which aspect holds greater significance; however, most researchers believe that

Chinese commercials use a combination of both factors (Koptseva & Reznikova, 2017).

Regarding this topic, a study conducted by Professor Zhou Nan and Professor Belk
Russell W. (2004) is relevant to understand cross-cultural advertising strategies,
especially in rapidly evolving consumer landscapes like China. This study explores how
Chinese consumers interpret and respond to global and local advertising. The two authors
investigate whether advertisements with global themes (e.g. Western values, international
branding) are more effective than those emphasizing local cultural elements (e.g.
traditional Chinese values, nationalism). The study identifies two opposing elements
influencing Chinese consumers' behaviour. On one hand, their purchasing decisions are

driven by a desire for global recognition and personal prestige or prestige face ([
Mianzi®) . On the other hand, they are also influenced by a strong nationalistic sentiment,

which encourages them to preserve traditional Chinese values in their consumption

choices.

The two researchers employed a reader-response approach and, by combining in-depth
consumer interviews and content analysis of local and global television and printed
advertisements, they analysed Chinese consumers’ reactions to the ads. This qualitative
approach allowed them to capture the subjective meanings that consumers assign to
different advertising messages. The participants were 40 in total with post-high-school
education and their ages ranged from 20 to 65 years old. By analysing their responses
across different demographic groups, the study provides insights into the diverse ways
Chinese consumers engage with advertisements. Specifically, younger, cosmopolitan
consumers may resonate more with global appeals, whereas older or more traditional

individuals prefer locally grounded messages.

Moreover, the research highlights the role of symbolism in advertising, where certain

imagery and themes affect consumer interpretations. Advertisements using Western

2 The concept of “face” is rooted in traditional Chinese culture, this concept in Chinese is expressed by
using two forms ¥ (Midnzi) and & (Lidn) , each of which has its own characteristics. Mianzi tends
to represent more positive aspects of face, being other-oriented as a social self, while Lian tends to represent
more negative aspects of face, being self-oriented as a personal self. According to Chinese culture, Mianzi
and Lian interact with each other to determine face loss and face gain, such outcomes are shaped by self-
or other-judgments and evaluations of individuals' behaviours, which are assessed in accordance with the
values embedded in social interactions (Zhou & Zhang, 2017).
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imagery, such as foreign models, English slogans, and international settings, often
symbolize modernity, luxury, success and a connection to the global economy. Local
advertisements, on the other hand, emphasize familial values, collectivism, and cultural
pride. These themes resonate deeply with many Chinese consumers, reinforcing a sense
of belonging, tradition and national pride. This the reason why some brands successfully
blend global and local elements, using Western branding but incorporating Chinese
cultural symbols to create a hybrid appeal. It can be said that Zhou and Belk’s study
provides valuable insights into the evolving nature of Chinese consumer culture and
advertising effectiveness. As China continues to integrate into the global economy,
understanding these cultural dynamics remains crucial for brands seeking to establish a
strong presence in the market. The study emphasizes the importance of strategic cultural
adaptation in advertising, where successful campaigns blend global prestige with local
authenticity to create more effective and culturally resonant marketing strategies in

China’s evolving marketplace (Zhou & Belk, 2004).

As outlined in the introduction to this chapter, according to Professor Li Hongmei (2016),
advertising in China is linked to four main factors: policy, market, technology and culture.
The interaction of these interdependent forces is reflected in three fundamental
relationships: state—media, local-global and advertiser-consumer relations. These factors
are all connected, as it is illustrated in the map below, and they define and shape the main

characteristics of advertising in China.
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State-Media
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Figure 3 Map that shows the characteristics of Chinese Advertising (Source: Li,2016: 45).

The term “policy” encompasses several elements that affect advertising practices and the
relationship between the state and the media, including ownership, censorship, regulation,
and government support for the media. New regulations are regularly put into place to
either regulate or liberalize the market as advertising in China changes alongside
the nation's political and economic reforms. Consequently, advertisers and industry
professionals constantly navigate the complex and often contradictory nature of Chinese
media, which serves both as a tool for the state and as a platform for generating

commercial profit.

The term “market” includes diverse economic elements, such as competition, consumer
demands and business structures. Before China’s economic reforms in 1978, due to the
centralized planning system managed by the government, there was no market. After the
implementation of these reforms, a variety of measures, both domestic and foreign, were
introduced to facilitate economic efficiency. Market forces, profit motives and politics
deeply influence Chinese advertising and media strategies. In fact, marketers, supported
by the government, employ a broad spectrum of marketing techniques to manipulate
consumer preferences, thus influencing the power dynamics among the state and business,
advertisers and consumers. Moreover, the process of marketization in China is deeply
entangled with the influence of global neoliberal ideologies. Neoliberalism, which is

based on key principles such as deregulation, privatization, and the expansion of market

18



mechanisms, has played a significant role in shaping China's political decisions,

economic strategies, and ideological developments over the past decades.

The term “technology” refers to the fact that in China technological advancements,
particularly in digital technologies and social networks, have created more accessible and
cost-effective ways to produce and distribute content. These tools have enhanced the flow
of information and ideas, while also disrupting traditional advertising practices. The rise
of new marketing platforms has transformed the relationship between advertisers and
consumers in ways never seen before. In addition, the combination of mass marketing
and innovative approaches that emphasize consumer’s preferences and participation made

the advertising landscape more complex than before.

The term “culture” incorporates the values, and social norms that determine both
advertising professionals and consumers’ behaviours. In the Chinese context, advertising
often reflects a mix of sometimes conflicting cultural influences—ranging from
traditional Chinese values and Confucian ideals to socialist principles and capitalist
ideologies—all of which are embedded in advertising messages and strategies. However,
in the context of today’s society, Chinese and Western values should not be seen as
opposites: they represent various advertising and business strategies that are adopted by
different actors depending on the context and time. Rather than existing in conflict, the

local and the global are interconnected and mutually shaping each others (Li, 2016).

After the “reform and opening-up policy” implemented by the government in 1978,
another characteristic has emerged within Chinese advertising, namely, the use of
Chinese-English bilingual advertising, because in that period English has surpassed other
foreign languages to dominate the linguistic market. This dominance is largely due to the
practical benefits English offers, such as better job prospects and increased social mobility.
Given the widespread use of this language in media and the public’s generally positive
perception, English is said to be the most studied foreign language by Chinese people.
Thus, advertisers use Chinese-English bilingual advertising as a strategy of persuasion to
make the product more appealing for customers and to increase sales, because the use of
English influence positively consumers and it is a sign of modernity, internationalization
and sophistication. Moreover, the implementation of English in advertising often helps
construct specific social identities that align with the message being conveyed. However,

rather than creating a single identity, advertisements typically construct multiple social
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identities for both the advertisers and the audience. This reflects the complexity of social
identity, as individuals can embody various roles even within the same context and

according to their personal interpretation (Gao, 2005).

1.3 The segmentation of the Chinese market

When dealing with advertising, it becomes essential to develop messages that effectively
resonate with consumers’ preferences, thereby enhancing a brand’s competitiveness in the
market. To achieve this, advertisers adopt different marketing strategies, among them one
of the most significant is market segmentation strategy by Smith. Market segmentation is
the process of dividing a broader market into smaller groups of consumers or
organizations that share common characteristics and needs. A consumer market can be
segmented according to different factors such as demographics, geography, product usage,
or perceived benefits. The goal is to tailor marketing strategies and product offerings to
better meet the specific demands of each group. Moreover, this approach focuses on the

demand side of the market and often involves targeted advertising and promotional efforts.

Various strategies can be employed in market segmentation depending on the nature of
the product and target audience. One such strategy is the aggregation strategy, where the
entire market is approached as a single, unified segment: for example, the gasoline market.
Another approach is the single segment or concentration strategy, where firms focus on
one specific market segment. Lastly, the multiple segment strategy involves targeting
several distinct customer groups simultaneously, allowing organizations to reach a
broader range of consumers. Within the framework of market segmentation, it is essential
for an organization to strategically position itself in relation to its competitors. This
positioning may be determined by a range of factors, including product design, pricing

structures, distinctive value propositions, distribution strategies etc (Kabeyi, 2018).

Nowadays, Chinese consumer preferences and behaviours are changing due to a
confluence of social and demographic shifts as well as the unstoppable adoption of digital
technologies. According to the McKinsey Global Institute, there are seven consumers’

segments shaping Chinese market, as it is showed in the graph below.
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Domestic tourists

During China's May Labor Day holiday
in 2021, domestic travel rebounded,
and was 3% higher than in 2019; 19%
of household consumption could come
from travel and communication in
2030, 6 percentage points higher than
in 2020

Clustered consumers
Urban areas account for 90%

Online seniors

Senior consumption is expected to
increase 50% 2020-2030; more than
2/3 of seniors are expected to be
online

Single householders
15% of households are single-person

ones today; China today has more than
240 million single adults

of GDP growth. 15+ urban clusters
could amount to a majority of

i Digital natives
consumption growth.

>40% of digital natives buy products
spontaneously on the go, higher than in
Australia, Japan, or South Korea;

50% of consumers taking out
consumer loans are younger than 30,
and debt is driving additional

online consumption

Sharing consumers

> 60% of consumers in large cities
regularly use apps selling used goods

Eco-shoppers

80% consumers are willing to pay
extra for more sustainable alternatives

Figure 4 Graph of Chinese market segmentation (Source: Zipser, Seong and Woetzel, 2021)3.

The first segment to be considered is the group commonly referred to as digital natives,
which includes millennials and Generation Z individuals born between 1980 and 2012.
They contribute significantly to consumption in Asia, making up over one-third of the
total. Chinese digital natives tend to make spontaneous purchasing decisions, with over
40% of them shopping on the go, a figure notably higher than in other countries like Japan,
and South Korea. According to a McKinsey survey conducted before the Covid-19
pandemic in 2019, 87% of Chinese Gen Z respondents were confident in their ability to
achieve their desired financial future, and the willingness to borrow money to finance
consumption seems to be a reflection of that confidence (Zipser, Seong and Woetzel,
2021). In fact, China’s younger population, which accounts for half of all consumer loan
borrowers, are fuelling growth in online shopping, especially in sectors like fashion and

everyday consumer goods.

The second market segment under examination is the single householders. In recent years,
shifts in Chinese demographic patterns are playing a critical role in reshaping
consumption behaviours. One notable trend is the continuous decline in the total fertility
rate, which dropped from 1.6 in 2000 to just 1.3 by 2020. This decline is mirrored in the
sharp reduction in annual births, and as a matter of fact the average household size has
decreased by nearly 30%, shrinking from 3.6 individuals in 1999 to 2.6 according to the

most recent census. Alongside these demographic changes, significant social

3 Online material available at: https://www.mckinsey.com/cn/our-insights/our-insights/seven-segments-
shaping-chinas-consumption-landscape
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transformations have also emerged. Over the past three decades, the average age at which
individuals marry has risen by approximately three years, and as a result, single-person
households are becoming increasingly common. The single adult population today has
surpassed 240 million in China, giving rise to what is often referred to as the “singles
economy”’. This growing segment is influencing consumer behaviour in noticeable ways,
for instance, pet ownership has more than doubled within a five-year span (Zipser, Seong
and Woetzel, 2021). Moreover, the Chinese market is responding to this trend by
introducing services and products tailored for individuals, such as single-user gym pods
and mini karaoke booths. Companies are also tapping into the emotional needs of this
group, with offerings like Al companion chatbots gaining widespread popularity,

attracting hundreds of millions of users, many of whom are single.

The third segment that has been analysed in this study is the online seniors. By 2030,
individuals aged over-60 are projected to make up roughly one-quarter of China’s
population. This shift is accompanied by a significant increase in their consumption,
which is forecasted to grow by approximately 150%, a rate that’s nearly double the
country’s overall consumption growth. While the economic potential of China’s aging
population is already well recognized by businesses and investors, what makes this
segment particularly noteworthy is its rapid digital transformation. A major driver of this
change was the COVID-19 pandemic, which pushed many elderly people to become more
digitally active while staying indoors. By 2030, it's estimated that at least two-thirds of
Chinese seniors will be online (Zipser, Seong and Woetzel, 2021). After recognizing this
change, major Chinese tech companies are increasingly adapting their products and
services for older users. For example, Chinese e-commerce platforms have launched
senior-friendly versions of their apps, offering better accessibility and support. However,
the companies that want to sell their products and services to elderly people need to be
aware of the inequalities within this group. While around 25 million seniors are expected
to have relatively high incomes (over $50 a day) by 2030, there remains a significant
portion, over 48 million seniors, who may be living on less than $11 a day, struggling to

afford basic needs (Zipser, Seong and Woetzel, 2021).

The fourth consumer segment that has been examined is the domestic tourist. With rising
income levels, there has been a noticeable increase in household spending on non-
essential categories such as travel and communication, which grew from 13% to 16% in

2010, and is projected to reach 19% by 2030. Notably, domestic tourism saw a modest
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recovery in 2021, with May Labor Day trips rising 3% compared to 2019 (Zipser, Seong
and Woetzel, 2021). This recovery can be attributed not only to the easing impact of
COVID-19 on daily life in China but also to the proactive measures taken by travel and
tourism companies to stimulate demand. For instance, 7 Days Inn, an hotel chain,
introduced a “Safe Stay” campaign, combining strict hygiene protocols with promotional
discounts during the 2021 Chinese New Year. Similarly, Air China provided flexible

refund and rescheduling options to reassure travellers.

The fifth segment analysed in this research is the one of the sharing consumers. Driven
by economic challenges, evolving consumer mindsets, and advancements in technology,
many Asian consumers are shifting away from traditional ownership models. Instead,
they are turning to alternative consumption methods such as rentals, subscriptions, and
second-hand purchases to meet their needs. This trend is particularly evident in sectors
like mobility, where ridesharing services are rapidly expanding, and housing, especially
in high-cost urban areas across China. In the last few years, second-hand consumption
has gained significant popularity, in fact, according to the data, second-hand e-commerce
platforms had over 30 million active sellers and saw their gross merchandise value double
in 2020 (Zipser, Seong and Woetzel, 2021). Another notable trend is the growing
preference for digital over physical ownership, with consumers increasingly investing in

digital goods and services.

The sixth consumer segment explored in this research is the eco-shopper one. This group
is increasingly gaining relevance, especially in Asia, a region highly vulnerable to
environmental changes and responsible for a significant portion of the global economic
risk associated with climate disruption. However, in the last few years, environmental
awareness 1is intensifying across the region, especially among Chinese citizens. This
growing environmental consciousness is not only influencing consumer attitudes but also
shifting spending behaviours toward sustainability. A recent study conducted by
McKinsey found that over 80% of Chinese consumers expressed a readiness to pay more
for eco-friendly packaging. These changing attitudes are also translating into tangible
market trends. For example, a major e-commerce company reported a 70% increase in
eco-friendly purchases on its platform in 2017, with domestic Chinese brands accounting
for most of these transactions (Zipser, Seong and Woetzel, 2021). Despite the higher costs
typically associated with sustainable products, two primary drivers are facilitating the rise

of green consumption in China. First, the increase in disposable income is narrowing the
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gap between consumer willingness to pay and the actual price of sustainable goods.
Second, innovation and new technologies are making environmentally friendly options

more accessible.

The seventh segment that has been analysed in this research is the clustered consumer
one, which reflects the growing importance of urban-based consumption in China. As
urbanization in China continues at a rapid pace, it is projected that approximately 90% of
China’s consumption growth will stem from urban areas. While megacities like Shanghai
are expected to see a significant rise in high-income households (about 3 million), urban
consumption is not limited to just these major hubs. Mid-sized cities are also emerging as
key drivers of consumption, growing at a rate two percentage points higher than Asia’s
50 largest cities (Zipser, Seong and Woetzel, 2021). This suggests that companies can no
longer focus solely on the biggest metropolises, but they should also consider a broader
urban landscape and how different cities are interconnected. China’s cities can be
categorized into clusters based on factors such as geographic location, consumer
preferences, and infrastructures. The Chinese government's investment in linking these
urban clusters through improved transportation networks is expected to further stimulate
consumption among different clusters. When developing advertising strategies, it is
essential for advertisers to have a clear understanding of their target audience, including
their preferences and tastes, because one of the main purposes of advertising is to
persuade consumers to purchase the promoted products or services. In this context,
analysing the current Chinese market segmentation provides valuable insights into the
social and economic transformations currently influencing consumer behaviour in China,
and this enable advertisers to develop more tailored and captivating adverting for each
consumer segment. Given the vastness and diversity of the Chinese market, such an
analysis is crucial for understanding how companies and advertisers should approach this

dynamic environment, and it also helps identify the most effective strategies to adopt.

1.4 Laws and regulations on advertising

In Chinese context, advertising laws are crucial to encourage fair competition in the
market and maintain costumers trust, thus it is important to understand the legal

framework that govern advertising in the country. Chinese regulations aim to prevent
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deceptive or harmful content by requiring advertisements to be truthful, socially
responsible and precise. Chinese advertising practices are governed by a range of national
laws and industry standards that apply across various media platforms, such as print,
television, outdoor, and online advertising. Since these regulations are subject to
continuous updates, businesses should remain cautious and adapt accordingly to maintain

compliance.

China’s earliest advertising regulations emerged in the early 1980s, during a period of
legal and administrative restructuring following the revolutionary era. The initial
framework, known as the “Provisional Regulations on the Administration of Advertising”,
marked the beginning of formal advertising. These rules were later revised and officially
enacted in 1988 as the “Detailed Implementing Regulations on the Administration of
Advertising”. Although these early regulations were fundamental, they remained broad

and lacked specific guidance, limiting their practical effectiveness (Puppin, 2020).

In the Chinese regulatory framework, the State Administration for Market Regulation
(SAMR, ExRT7EEEIE LR Gudjia shichdng jiandii guanli zongjit), a ministerial-
level organization that refers directly to the State Council of the People’s Republic of
China, is the main regulatory body overseeing the enforcement of advertising laws. It
holds the authority to supervise advertising activities, investigate potential violations, and
impose penalties on businesses that fail to comply with legal standards. In fact, SAMR's
role is central for maintaining lawful advertising practices and protecting consumer rights.
Companies are required to follow these regulations by ensuring that their advertisements
are accurate and not harmful to the public, non-compliance can lead to administrative

sanctions, civil liability, and potential reputational damage.

In 1994, the National People’s Congress (NPC) enacted the “Advertising Law of the
People’s Republic of China” (FR{k N RFLFE T &% Zhonghua rénmin gonghégud
guanggao fd) that represents a milestone in the context of Chinese advertising laws. The
“Advertising Law of the People’s Republic of China” outlines some fundamental
principles such as the requirement for advertisements to be accurate, truthful, and non-
harmful to the public. A key point of this law is the prohibition of false or misleading
content, in fact advertisers are obligated to present verifiable information, avoiding
exaggerations or unsupported claims regarding a product’s quality or effectiveness. The

law also includes some restrictions regarding the promotion of harmful products, such as
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tobacco and gambling. Violations of these provisions can result in serious consequences,
ranging from fines and business suspensions to, in extreme cases, criminal charges. This
law plays an important role in safeguarding consumer interests and maintaining integrity
within the advertising industry. For businesses, understanding and adhering to these legal
standards is not only necessary for compliance but also essential for building consumer

trust.

Another fundamental regulation regarding Chinese advertisement is the “Consumer
Protection Law of the People’s Republic of China” (F £ A\ R L F1E Y & ZEN LRI
vk Zhonghud rénmin gonghégud xiaofei zhé quanyi baohi fi). This law, adopted in 1993,
outlines the responsibilities of businesses to ensure that their advertising practices do not
harm consumers, it also provides mechanisms for both administrative penalties and civil
compensation in the event of violations of consumer rights. A core aspect of this law is
the requirement for advertisements to be non-deceptive and non-harmful. Businesses
must refrain from making false claims about their products and services, and they are
expected to present information clearly to help consumers make informed choices. In
cases of violations, affected consumers have the right to seek compensation for damages,
including financial loss, medical expenses, and emotional distress. Regulatory authorities
are also empowered to impose administrative sanctions, such as fines or suspension of
the business. Businesses must adhere to these legal standards to maintain compliance and

foster a trustworthy consumer environment.

In addition to these regulations, Chinese laws also regulate what kind of words can be
used in adverting, in particular there are some limitations regarding the ones that contain
comparative claims such as “better than” or “the best.” When advertisers use such words,
the message they want to convey must be substantiated with credible evidence and must
not mislead the consumer. Furthermore, the use of subliminal messages in Chinese
advertisements is forbidden, this refers to any hidden content designed to subconsciously
influence consumer behaviour without their explicit awareness. Finally, advertisers bear
the responsibility of ensuring their content doesn’t influence the public in a negative way,
this includes avoiding material that is obscene, violent, or that encourages dangerous

behaviour (Media scope group, 2023).
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Chapter 2

Code-mixing in Chinese advertisement

Advertising serves as a dynamic site for language contact and interaction. Generally
speaking, Code-mixing refers to the practice of alternating between two languages within
a single sentence or a piece of spoken or written text. This linguistic phenomenon is
particularly frequent in multilingual communities, and it reflects how language choices
express personal values, social attitude, communicative intentions and cultural roles in

specific contexts.

The phenomenon of Chinese-English code mixing has deep historical roots, beginning
with the development of an English-based pidgin® at Canton and Chinese treaty ports.
During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Chinese Pidgin English also
appeared in Canton, while a localized variety, referred to as “Yangjingbang English®”

(E2E Ydng jing bang) , subsequently gained prominence in Shanghai. Since the
implementation of China’s reform and open-door policy in 1978, Chinese-English code-
mixing became a frequent phenomenon in the mass media, which has drawn much
attention from linguists. In recent years, Chinese-English code-mixing has become
increasingly relevant in various contexts, including the one of higher education. For
instance, at Peking University, English-language textbooks are frequently used in courses
that are officially taught in Chinese, particularly in fields like biology, chemistry, business,
economics, and finance. During their lectures, professors often incorporate English
terminology or directly cite theoretical concepts in English, gaining a certain degree of
acceptance among Chinese professors and researchers nowadays (Zhang, Bolton and

Botha, 2020).

4Pidgin languages are typically defined as speech forms without native speakers, used to facilitate
communication between groups of people who do not share a common language. The extent to which a
pidgin evolves and becomes more sophisticated depends largely on the frequency and nature of interaction
amonyg its speakers (Muysken & Smith, 1994).

SThe term "Yangjingbang" is derived from the name of a river creek that once marked the boundary of the
foreign concessions in the treaty-port of Shanghai. In the 1920s and 1930s, Chinese-English mixing was
increasingly common in Shanghai’s urban life, as evidenced in local newspapers, and the daily interactions
of the social elite, where it was utilized as a symbol of modernity.
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Moreover, Chinese-English code-mixing is becoming increasingly common in the daily
interactions of university students. A study conducted by Jiang and Tian (2011) at
Xiangtan University in Hunan Province found that many students view code-mixing
positively. They suggest that this linguistic practice facilitate communication, fosters a
sense of closeness, and reflects a more natural conversational style that caters to the
communicative needs of both students and teachers. Their research includes specific

examples to illustrate these points, like the one showed below:

(DA: S —RE=#F ) party, {REMG?
Jinwdn yi shitang san lou you ge party, ni qu ma?
“There is a party on the third floor of the cafeteria. Are you going?”
B: HAET, PAREHFE exam, G FHEHEHERH.
Wo bu qu le, mingtian zhenghdo you ge exam, linshi dé bao baofojido.
“I can’t. There is an exam tomorrow. Got to cram for the exam.”
A: N8 relax — T[T ?
Bu xiang relax yixia a?
“Don’t you want to relax a bit?”
B: AL pass N7 T,

Na wo jiu pass bu lido le.

“Then I won’t be able to pass.” (Jiang & Tian, 2011: 20)
Another context in which Chinese-English code-mixing has become popular nowadays
is the advertising one. In Chinese advertising, code-mixing is a powerful strategy through
which more persuasive messages can be created, while simultaneously contributing to the
construction of cultural and social identities (Basciano, 2015). Recent research shows that
entire translation or partial translation are the most common ways in which English is
incorporated in Chinese advertisements. For instance, in a study conducted in 2012
analysing 152 advertisements across Shanghai, Nanjing and Lanzhou, Chen X. found that
the most common forms of English mixing in advertisements are bilingual parallel texts
(48.7%), English monolingual ads (41%), and intra-sentential mixing (10%), among the

ones appeared in his study. It is also interesting to notice that about 15% of the ads

analysed used pinyin or letters from other languages as brand names, and the author refers
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to this phenomenon as "pseudo-English" mixing, which is often used by advertisers to

evoke a sense of international and stylish appeal (Chen, 2012).

Several studies have examined Chinese-English code-mixing in newspapers and
magazines, and they demonstrated that it could be a powerful instrument of persuasion
for attracting customers and achieve conciseness. Therefore, the choice of code by an
individual serves as an indicator of their social identity, because different codes carry
particular social meanings, and individuals may use these codes to align themselves with
those meanings. When English words, phrases, or entire discourses are incorporated into
Chinese newspaper advertisements, they become elements that trigger a set of
associations linked to the English language, that is usually associated with a modern,
fashion and confident style. According to a study conducted by Chen L. (2015) on a
corpus of 603 advertisements from three newspapers of Guangdong province, word and
phrase insertion is the most frequent method used in Chinese-English advertising, as it

can be observed in the DELL newspaper advertisement below:

(2) DELL fR 518 IT &K
DELL ni shénbian de IT zhuanjia
“DELL The IT Specialist Beside you”
&R, M CD, Ff DellTM DimensionTM2400 i# 2 3!
Ting yinyue, zuo CD, wo de DellTM DimensionTM2400 mdnzu wo!

“Listen to music, burn CD, my DellTM DimensionTM2400 satisfy me!”

B DI MY BRIER show, IRNFRAESEANHE T DellTM
DimensionTM2400 1 KILFER, ...... , FEMP3 RIXF MR EBERGEHR, =
REEZNER, KXBCHCD, RfEM high IE!

You zuo DJ de jihui jiu jinging de show, ni de yinyué cainéng hui yinwei youle
DellTM  DimensionTM2400 ér dafang yicdi, ... ... , ba MP3 fasong dao nin de huanrao
litishéng xitong zhong, xiangshou xi'ai de yinyue, shaolu ziji de CD, jinging de high ba!

“Just show as you like if you have an opportunity to be a DJ, in which way your
music will sprout out because you have DellTM DimensionTM2400,...send MP3 to your
multichannel sound system, enjoy your music, burn your CD, get high!” (Chen, 2015: 51)

When dealing with advertising in an ever-changing cultural and social context like China,
it is crucial to analyse Chinese-English code-mixing to understand how customers can be

influenced in their purchasing decisions, as well as how this linguistic phenomenon
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affects the brand and the product in different countries. One of the most efficient methods
for a firm to create a strong brand name and presence in a foreign market is to adapt to
the local culture while still capturing the attention of customers by offering something
new. By blending global and local elements, brands can effectively resonate with Chinese
consumers, which is why foreign brands utilize Chinese-English advertising for

promotion.

2.1 Code-mixing: definition and features

Before defining code-mixing, it is important to begin with an introduction to the concept
of language contact, as it provides the foundation for understanding how and why code-
mixing occurs. The classic definition of “language contact” proposed by Weinreich in
1974, stating that “two or more languages are said to be in contact when they are used
alternatively by the same individuals” (1974: 3, cit. in Berruto 2009: 4) is regarded as

outdated considering the current studies about this topic.

In fact, this definition has been criticised by Berruto (2009) for being restrictive,
particularly in its emphasis on languages being used alternatively, which imposes some
limitations on the definition of language contact itself. More recent approaches, as the
one proposed by Thomason, have expanded this definition by defining the place of
language contact as an external physical one and as an intersection of certain spatial and
temporal coordinates, regardless of whether individual speakers use languages
interchangeably. In fact, Thomason defines language contact as “the use of more than one
language in the same place at the same time” (2001: 1, cit. in Berruto 2009: 4). This shift
moves the focus from the speaker, as Weinreich theorized, to the broader sociolinguistic
environment, redefining the notion of contact within the field of language studies. In
essence, considering the work of several scholars regarding this topic, Berruto defines the
concept of language contact, recovering both the focus on speakers and on the language

system, as follows (2009:6):

From the perspective of the speaker, two (or more) languages are in contact when they are
to some extent both mastered by one or more speakers; consequently, from the perspective
of the system, two (or more) linguistic systems are in contact when they are co-present and

interact to some extent [...] in this definition the dimension of the place of contact is left
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free, whether individual, social or geographical: systems can be co-present in the individual,
in the community, or in the territory. Moreover, no degree of competence (nor of use) is
specified to refer to it as contact: this concept “to some extent”, which may seem little more
than exorbitant, is important precisely to focus on the continuum characteristic of this
phenomenon. Finally, I would like to emphasise that a necessary condition for the
occurrence of language contact is that there is a specific sociolinguistic context: “contact”
necessarily implies a real sociolinguistic situation as a constitutive ingredient (my

translation).

Moreover, in his study Berruto proposed a general overview of all the phenomenology
that manifests itself in language contact, which is crucial to understand how code-mixing

is inserted in this context, as shown in the scheme below:

FENOMENI DEL CONTATTO ESITL CONSEGUENZE
(NESSUN LINGUE LINGUE
CONTATTO) A CONTATTO IN CONTATTO
NEL
SISTEMA —  prestitoc  —  interferenza = A)  formazione di
1 pidgin
_________________________________________________________ ibridazione — = B) lingua mista
T C) convergenza

(firsed lect) D) formazione di
NEL alternanza — code —code T = ‘h‘}"”"' i . )
DISCORSO di codice switching — mixing Ey formazione  di
e nferlingue

(>NESSUN CONTATTO)

F) “Cattura’

G) Langnage shift
(CONTATTO ‘SELVAGGIO') oo R i

H) Bilingnismo stabile

con lingua dominante

I} Bilingmismo stabile

‘paritario’

(EFFETTI sU UNA

LINGUIA)

a)  aumento  della

variabilita

b) riduzione (aftrition)

¢) rilessicalizzazione

Figure 5 Scheme of the phenomenology of language contact (Source: Berruto,2009:5).

Moving from left to right, the scheme describes a progression from a lack of contact to a
full manifestation of linguistic phenomena due to contact, including weak and strong
contact scenarios. This contact leads to effects and consequences, potentially resulting in

a return to the initial absence of it.

According to Berruto’s model, when analysing language contact, it is important to

differentiate between two main types of phenomena. On one hand, there are phenomena
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involving contact within the linguistic system, such as borrowing (prestito) and
interference (interferenza). The term “borrowing” involves transferring surface elements,
material between one language system to another, and it typically includes lexical and
semantic aspects. While, the term “interference” involves the transportation of features,
properties, categories, rules at various levels of analysis. On the other hand, there are
phenomena that occur in actual language use, within discourse and everyday
communication. These include practices such as code alternation (alternanza di codice),
code-switching, code-mixing, fused lect and hybridization (ibridazione). The first three
concepts will be explained more specifically in the next paragraph, as they are important

for the analysis conducted in this thesis.

Reading from left to right is also fundamental because there is a relationship of
implication, which means that the phenomena on the left imply the presence of the
phenomena on the right. For instance, in a situation of linguistic contact, code-mixing
presupposes code-switching, which in turn presupposes code alternation (alternanza di
codice). This pattern of implication is reflected in the degree of mixture and interaction

between linguistic systems and their grammars.

In addition, in his research Berruto proposes the distinction between “languages in contact”
(lingue in contatto) and “contact languages” (lingue a contatto), highlighting the
significance of this differentiation which has not received much attention in the research
literature. The former implies that language contact is based on the bilingualism of
individuals, groups, or communities, while the latter involves the interaction between
speakers of different languages without them being bilingual. This distinction sheds light
on the complexity of language interactions and the various ways in which languages

encounter one another (Berruto, 2009).

2.1.1 Code alternation, code-switching and code-mixing

For the purposes of this thesis, among the various categories proposed by Berruto
regarding language contact in actual discourse, we will focus on code alternation, code
switching and code-mixing. The scholar defined code alternation as “a behaviour of the

bilingual speaker, which occurs when the same speaker addresses different interlocutors

32



in different languages” (Berruto, 2009:4). This phenomenon is a choice made by the

speaker, because of social and interactional reasons.

The distinction between code-switching and code-mixing is a subject of debate in the
research literature, with some scholars questioning the validity and usefulness of
maintaining such a separation. For instance, Hatch argues that there is no clear-cut
boundary between inter-sentential code-switching and intra-sentential code-mixing.
Similarly, some researchers reject this distinction, grouping both phenomena under the
broader concept of “situational shifting” (Gumperz, 1982, Pakir, 1989; Tay, 1989 cit. in
Ritchie and Bathia, 2004).

An influential classification that aligns with this perspective is offered by Gumperz, who
distinguishes between situational and metaphorical code-switching. Situational code-
switching occurs when external, situational factors, such as a change in setting,
participants, or the level of formality of the conversation, make speakers switch from one
language to another. This type of switching is thus closely related to changes in the social
environment. In contrast, metaphorical code-switching is not driven by shifts in the
situation itself, but rather by changes in topic or subject matter. In such cases, speakers
switch codes to align with the cultural or emotional connotations associated with specific

languages (Gumperz, 1982).

Another theoretical framework that aligns with the perspective of blurred boundaries
between code-mixing and code-switching is Myers-Scotton’s matrix language frame
(MFL). According to this linguist, code-switching can be divided into two main structural
types: inter-sentential and intra-sentential. While inter-sentential code switching, where
switches occur between sentences, has been widely examined from a sociolinguistic
perspective and it has received less attention in terms of grammatical analysis. In contrast,
intra-sentential code-switching, which involves switching within a single sentence, is

more directly influenced by grammatical constraints across the involved languages.

To account for this, Myers-Scotton developed the Matrix Language Frame model. A key
component of the MLF model is the distinction between the Matrix Language (ML) and
the Embedded Language (EL). In intra-sentential code-switching, the ML is the dominant
language that provides the grammatical structure, while the EL contributes with the
inserted elements, that can be of any size, from a single morpheme to sentences. The ML

is often the speaker’s first language, or the language more frequently used in discourse,
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and it forms the syntactic frame into which EL elements are integrated. According to
Myers-Scotton, there are three types of constituent patterns in code-switching: ML+EL
constituents, containing elements from both ML and EL; ML islands, composed entirely
of ML morphemes and governed by ML grammar and EL islands, which follow EL
grammar but are still embedded within and constrained by the ML structure (Myers-
Scotton, 1997). So, if we apply this MFL model to instances of Chinese-English code-
mixing in Chinese advertising, the matrix language is Chinese, while the embedded

language is English.

However, other researchers consider the distinction between code-switching and code-
mixing both meaningful and valuable, especially when the aim is to formulate a
grammatical framework for language mixing. Given the controversial nature of the topic,
it is difficult to give a definition of code-switching and code-mixing, but Ritchie and

Bathia proposed the following definitions (2004: 337):

We use the term code switching (CS) to refer to the use of various linguistic units (words,
phrases, clauses, and sentences) primarily from two participating grammatical systems
across sentence boundaries within a speech event. [...] We use the term code mixing (CM)
to refer to the mixing of various linguistic units (morphemes, words, modifiers, phrases,
clauses and sentences) primarily from two participating grammatical systems within a

sentence.

In other words, these definitions underline the fact that code switching is inter-sentential
and may be subject to discourse principles, while code mixing is intra-sentential and is
constrained by grammatical principles. Moreover, both linguistic phenomena are

influenced by social and psychological factors.

Another influential linguist who analysed code-mixing and code-switching, emphasizing
that there was a distinction between the two, is Pieter Muysken (2000). His theoretical

contributions will be discussed in greater detail in the following section.

2.1.2 Muysken’s code-mixing classification

In his book “Bilingual Speech: a typology of code-mixing”, that can be considered a

pivotal work for the analysis of language mixing, Professor Muysken proposes the

34



following definitions of code-mixing and code-switching: “I am using the term code-
mixing to refer to all cases where lexical items and grammatical features from two
languages appear in one sentence. The more commonly used term code-switching will be
reserved for the rapid succession of several languages in a single speech event” (Muysken,

2000:1).

Subsequently, Muysken identifies three types of intra-sentential code-mixing, each one
of them associated with different structural and sociolinguistic conditions. The first type
is “insertion”, which involves inserting lexical items or entire constituents from one

language into the syntactic structure of another, as the following example shows:
(3) Yo anduve in a state of shock por dos dias (Muysken, 2000:5)
“I walked in a state of shock for two days.” (Spanish/English)

In the case of insertion, as illustrated by the example provided above, the English
prepositional phrase is embedded within the grammatical framework of Spanish. This
process closely resembles lexical borrowing, typically involving individual lexical items.
However, what gets inserted can vary significantly across different languages, ranging
from adverbial phrases to single nouns. This type of code-mixing aligns with Myers-
Scotton’s Matrix Language Frame model explained in the previous section, where the

matrix language provides the grammatical frame.

The second type of code-mixing is “alternation” that entails a switch between two distinct
grammatical structures from different languages within a sentence. Sentences are made
up of segments in one language alternating with segments in another language. This type
of code-mixing is more symmetrical and is based on the idea that switches occur at points
where the two languages have compatible structures. Such a case is illustrated in the next

example:
(4) Andale pues and do come again. (Muysken, 2000:5)

“That’s all right then and do come again.” (Spanish/English)

Alternation involves a complete shift from one language to another, influencing both
grammar and vocabulary. So, in this case (4), the Spanish segment is not embedded in the
English one or vice versa, instead, each segment maintains the structure of its respective
language. As such, alternation can be viewed as a specific type of code-switching,

typically occurring between utterances.
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The third type of code-mixing is “congruent lexicalization”, where the grammars of the
two languages work together as one, and lexical items from either language can be
inserted freely. This third type often occurs in bilingual settings with closely related

languages, as evidenced in the following example:

(5) Weet jij [whaar] Jenny is? (Muysken, 2000:5)
“Do you know where Jenny is?” (English/Dutch)

In this example, it can be observed that where is similar to the Dutch waar, especially
when it is pronounced by bilingual speakers, is is homophonous and Jenny is a name that

exists in both languages.

Moreover, in his study, Muysken gave a structural interpretation of these three concepts
that is illustrated in the tree diagram below, in which capital letters (A, B) are used to
represent whole constituents associated with a particular language, while lowercase

letters (a, b) indicate individual lexical items or words from a particular language.

insertion

t!!tib R

Figure 6 Insertion tree pattern (Source: Muysken, 2000:7).

In figure 6, it is illustrated how a single constituent labelled B and containing words from
the same language (b), is inserted into a syntactic structure defined by language A, which

contains words from that language(a).
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alternation

e @ va N o R

Figure 7 Alternation tree pattern (Source: Muysken, 2000:7).

As shown in Figure 7, a constituent from language A, composed of words from that
language(a), is followed by a constituent from language B, also made up of words from
its own language(b). However, the language of the constituent dominating A and B is

not specified.

congruent lexicalization

A/B

Figure 8 Congruent lexicalization tree pattern (Source: Muysken, 2000:8).
Lastly, figure 8 pictures a scenario in which languages A and B share a common
grammatical structure, allowing lexical items from both languages (a and b) to be

inserted in a relatively free manner (Muysken, 2000).

After having analysed the complex theoretical framework surrounding code-mixing and
code-switching, in the following sections we will delve more into Chinese-English code-

mixing in advertising.
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2.2 Advantages and disadvantages of using code-mixing in
Chinese advertising

The phenomenon of code-mixing has attracted considerable academic interest, both
globally and within China. Chinese scholars have approached this linguistic phenomenon
from various angles, such as sociolinguistics, language teaching, psycholinguistics, and
pragmatics. These interdisciplinary perspectives complement one another, offering a
comprehensive basis for a deeper understanding of Chinese-English code-mixing (Yu &

Wang, 2025).

In this section we will primarily focus on two theoretical frameworks: Verschueren’s
Adaptation Theory and Yu Guodong’s Adaptation model, which are fundamental to
examine the advantages and disadvantages of Chinese-English code-mixing in

advertisement.

In his famous book “Understanding Pragmatics”, Verschueren (1999) proposed the
Adaptation Theory, offering a comprehensive perspective on the cognitive, social, and
cultural functions of language use. From a pragmatic standpoint, this theory explains how
language operates on multiple levels to convey meaning, demonstrating both explanatory
power and theoretical inclusiveness. He suggested that to meet communicative needs,
individuals undergo a process of adaptation by choosing from a variety of possible
linguistic options. In fact, according to his theory, language use involves constant choice-
making and adaptation, because it has three key features: variability, negotiability, and

adaptability. As proposed by Verschueren (1999:69):

Variability is the property of language which defines the range of possibilities from which
choices can be made. Negotiability is the property of language responsible for the fact that
choices are not made mechanically or according to strict form-functions relationships, but
rather on the basis of highly flexible principles and strategies. Adaptability is the property of
language which enables human beings to make negotiable linguistic choices from a variable

range of options in such a way as to approach points of satisfaction for communicative needs.

These three factors are closely interrelated and, without variability and negotiability, the

concept of adaptability would lose its essential meaning.

Subsequently, the scholar Yu Guodong (2000), building upon Verschueren’s Linguistic
Adaptation Theory, introduced the Adaptation Model to interpret the phenomenon of
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Chinese-English code-mixing. He believes that “code-mixing is the result of language
users’ adaptation to language means according to the actual context and at different levels
of consciousness, which is specifically manifested in the adaptation to the linguistic
reality, social conventions, and psychological motivations” (Yu, 2000 cit. in Yu & Wang,
2025:88). Adapting to the linguistic reality and social norms is a passive response made
by the speakers to achieve her/his communication goals, while conforming to
psychological motivations is a communication strategy actively adopted by the speakers

to achieve their communication goals.

2.2.1 The advantages of Chinese-English code-mixing in
advertising

To explore the advantages of using Chinese-English code-mixing in Chinese advertising,
we will refer to a study conducted by Liu (2022), which analyses a corpus of 242 e-
commerce advertisements using Yu Guodong’s adaptation model as its theoretical

framework.

Nowadays, in Chinese advertising, code-mixing is frequently employed as a
communicative strategy to adapt to the linguistic reality, which includes situations where
language users switch codes due to purely linguistic factors, such as lexical gaps or
culturally specific connotations. Using this type of adaptation strategy in advertising
offers two key advantages: it helps fill in semantic gaps between the two languages and
it facilitates expression by aligning with consumers’ pragmatic habits. Regarding the first

advantage, the scholar proposes the following example:

(6) “SEATEH topl BIZ R, top2~5 MIMEFASME Ao ~ (Liu, 2022:3097)
Shifu jin'é topl ji xidng miandan, top2~5 jid zeng éwai shangpin

“The top 1 of the actual payment amount will enjoy free orders, and from the
top 2 to 5 will receive additional products as gifts.” (my translation)

As we can observe in this instance, certain English terms lack precise equivalents in

Ay

Chinese. The English word "top" can be translated in Chinese as "Tium" (Dingduan) or "
TER" (Dingbi), but these terms do not fully convey its intended meaning in certain

contexts, particularly when referring to rankings. Since the word "top" has become
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popular in China, advertisements often retain the original English term through code-

mixing, this kind of strategy make advertisers ensure clarity.

As for the second advantage that comes from adapting to linguistic reality in Chinese
advertising, the scholar argued that, due to the improvement of the national cultural level,
the popularity of English has significantly increased in China, making English
abbreviations a common feature in daily life communication. This strategy in advertising
functions as a strategic adaptation to linguistic realities, ensuring clarity and alignment
with consumer language habits. For this reason, advertisers have also adapted to this

linguistic shift by incorporating such abbreviations, as shown in the example below:
(7) “DIY F AR EBIARIME . ” (Liu, 2022:3097)
DIY shuzi tian se zhiyu youhua
“DIY digital colouring therapeutic oil painting.” (my translation)
In this case, advertisers used the abbreviation “DIY” (Do It Yourself) without translation,

as the term is already widely accepted by Chinese consumers in everyday language, and

it enhances communicative efficiency and commercial appeal.

Chinese-English code-mixing in accordance with social conventions refers to language
users' strategic employment of linguistic alternation to comply with sociocultural norms,
such as avoiding racial discrimination terms. In Chinese advertising, this adaptation
strategy has primarily two advantages: it helps advertisers to avoid taboo topics, and it

makes Chinese consumers elevate their social status.

As far as the first advantage is concerned, code-mixing helps advertisers circumvent
socially sensitive or awkward topics, thereby enhancing consumer receptivity. For
instance, the condom advertisement reported below creatively adapts Shakespeare’s

famous quote as follows:

(8) “TO £ ORNOTTO £, that is Not a Question.” (Liu, 2022:3097)

TO die OR NOT TO dié, that is Not a Question
“To be a father or not be a father, that is not a question.” (my translation)

This playful twist on “To be or not to be, that is the question” by Shakespeare creates a
humorous effect, while tactfully addressing sexuality, that is traditionally considered a

taboo topic in Chinese society. In this case, by using Chinese-English code-mixing
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advertisers mitigate potential discomfort, when dealing these kinds of subject matters,

aligning with societal expectations and fostering consumer acceptance.

In relation to the second advantage, it can be said that social conventions reflect collective
norms governing people behaviour and perception. Individuals’ social standing, which is
often tied to prestige or wealth, influences respect in Chinese society. In general, those
with high social standing are more likely to get the respect and support of others. Hence,
advertisers employ code-mixing to associate their products with a higher social status.

For instance, the German car brand BMW, though widely known as £ 3 (Bdomd) in

Chinese, retains its English abbreviation in ads. In fact, BMW has become a status
symbol in China, with consumers reinterpreting its initials as Business, Money
and Woman, that are connotations in line with the aspirations of the general male
population. Thus, preserving the English abbreviation aligns with consumers’ desire for

social elevation, reinforcing the brand’s luxury appeal.

Moreover, Chinese-English code-mixing that adapts to social conventions also refers to
the intentional use of language alternation by speakers to fulfil psychological motivations
and achieve specific communicative goals. In advertisements, psychological motivation
refers to the underlying promotional intent behind language choices. According to Yu
Guodong’s adaptation model of code-mixing, this type of adaptation is an active one,
serving as a strategic communicative tool for businesses to promote products, meet
consumers' psychological needs, and guide their purchasing behaviour. The use of code-
mixing in ads, which actively adapts to psychological motivations, has two main
advantages: it satisfies consumers’ preferences, and highlights product strengths, thereby

increasing consumer engagement.

As far as the first advantage is concerned, it can be said that, with global economic
development and the rise in consumer demand, buyers increasingly favour internationally
recognized and trendy products. Thus, many brands incorporate English or use English
names in Chinese advertisements to express global recognition and modernity. This trend

is particularly evident in women’s fashion ads, as shown in the instance below:

(9) “2022 KEFARELORITRMEE HETEH RN hisE chic ERITR
%, ” (Liu, 2022:3098)

2022 Qiildong xinkudn tidowen sheji gan mahud fugi gao ling zhénzhi
shuangkai lalian chic maoyrt da di shan
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“2022 Autumn/Winter new striped smooth retro high-neck chic knitted
interfaced sweater with double zipper.” (my translation)

In this example, advertisers used the English word ‘“chic”, instead of the Chinese
translation of the word, which results more efficient in attracting customers and satisfying

their preferences.

Concerning the second advantage in using code-mixing for psychological motivations,
when consumers are faced with numerous options, businesses frequently use code-mixing
to emphasize products unique features. In such cases, Chinese-English code-mixing
underlines advantages in design, functionality, or affordability. As evidenced by the Nike

slogan reported below:

(10) “Nike 52 B 77 air Max 2X & Fizm#EiESEE SWOOSH /\HEE
CK2947, ” (Liu, 2022:3099)

Nike naiké guanfang air Max 2X niizi yundong xié touqi hudn zhén
SWOOSH xido bai xié CK2947.

“Nike official air Max 2X women's sports shoes - breathable, cushioned
SWOOSH CK2947 white shoes.” (my translation)

In this instance, "swoosh", which is the official name of Nike’s logo, and is usually
associated with a rapid movement, is retained in English and wrote in capital letters to
highlight the shoe’s sporty, high-performance qualities. This strategy aligns with
consumers' desire for superior quality products, which will ultimately boost the sales (Liu,

2022).

2.2.2 The disadvantages of Chinese-English code-mixing in
advertising

As for the disadvantages of Chinese-English code-mixing, one of the main drawbacks
raised by researchers regarding this topic is the potential contamination of the Chinese
language. As a matter of fact, the excessive use of code-mixing in Chinese media may
contaminate the purity of the Chinese language and result in the rise of non-standard
expressions. These negative consequences have sparked public criticism and even
prompted government intervention through regulatory measures aimed at preserving
linguistic integrity (Bi, 2011).
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In 2004, Liu Bin, a member of the Standing Committee of the National People's Congress
(NPC), and of the NPC's Education, Science, Culture and Public Health Committee,
underlined the "alarming" and "excessive" use of English abbreviations in Chinese-
language newspapers and magazines, arguing that this practice goes against the Law of
the People's Republic of China on the Standard Spoken and Written Chinese Language
(P AR HEH XK 18 18 = X F K, Zhonghua Rénmin Gonghégué Gudjia
Tongyong Yuyan Weénzi Fa ) adopted in 2000. According to Liu Bin this excessive use of
English violates article 11 of the aforementioned law that states: “Publications in Chinese
shall be in conformity with the norms of the standard spoken and written Chinese
Language. Where foreign languages need to be used in publications in Chinese, necessary
explanatory notes in standard Chinese shall be applied” (Ministry of education of the
People’s Republic of China, 2009). So, the proper way to use an English abbreviation is
to first provide its Chinese translation, followed by the abbreviation in brackets to ensure
clarity and accuracy. However, he points out that this guideline is often overlooked, and

the improper use of foreign words has become increasingly widespread.

Another disadvantage of Chinese-English code-mixing that has been highlighted by
Professor Hu of Fudan University in Shanghai is that an excessive foreign language
influence could weaken Chinese cultural identity, because the embedding of English
words into Chinese language has altered its internal harmony. Professor Hu further
affirms that approximately 2.500 of the world’s 7.000 languages are at risk of
disappearing, because of the growing influence of dominant languages. While the Chinese
language is not currently threatened with extinction due to its vast number of speakers,
he emphasizes that it is Chinese people’s responsibility to promote Chinese as a leading

global language (Xing, 2004).

2.3 The language situation in Mainland China and Hong Kong

China is a linguistically diverse nation, with 92% of the population belonging to the same

ethnic group, the Han ethnic group (X% Hanzit) . While Han ethnic group speak
different Chinese dialects, the country also recognizes 55 minority ethnic groups (44X

& Shdoshi minzit), most of whom speak Mandarin Chinese (3518 1§ Puitonghua), and
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also maintain their own native languages with regional variations. Since the establishment
of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, language policy has prioritized
standardization, particularly in promoting Putonghua as a unifying lingua franca. This
effort has facilitated communication between Chinese people and strengthened national

cohesion, while allowing space for minority languages and cultures to persist.

Due to its colonial history, the language situation of Hong Kong is considered a unique
case. Under the British rule, the territory exhibited a diglossic language environment, with
Cantonese being used for daily life and intra-ethnic communication and English serving
administrative functions. Bilingualism was historically limited to the educated elite,
though its prevalence has grown in recent decades. Since its handover in 1997 from the
United Kingdom to the People’s Republic of China, the linguistic dynamics of Hong
Kong have continued to evolve, reflecting the shifts in political and cultural realities. This
complex sociolinguistic framework exemplifies China's simultaneous emphasis on

national unification through Mandarin and the careful consideration of regional diversity.

2.3.1 Mainland China situation

The Chinese language is known for its significant regional variation, which is
characterised by the identification of seven distinct dialect groups: Mandarin, Wu, Xiang,
Gan, Kejia (Hakka), Yue, and Min. Each one of them possesses distinct phonological
systems, particularly in their tonal structures, yet all are historically derived from a
common linguistic root. Among these languages, Mandarin is the most widely spoken,
encompassing approximately 70% of China's Han population. Mandarin itself is divided
into four subgroups: Northern, Northwestern, Southwestern, and Eastern Mandarin.
Conversely, Wu, Xiang and Gan are referred to as “Central dialects” and Kejia (Hakka),

Yue, and Min are referred to as “Southern dialects”.

Cantonese, a Chinese dialect spoken in Guangdong and in the two special administrative
regions of Hong Kong, and Macau, is distinguished by its prestige and it is attracting an
increasing number of mainland learners nowadays. Despite their common origins, these
dialects diverge considerably in vocabulary, phonology, and even syntax. The degree of
mutual unintelligibility among them is substantial enough to permit a comparison of their

relationship to that of Romance languages, which are different yet historically and
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linguistically connected. This linguistic diversity observed in China is indicative of the
complexity of the country's dialectal landscape. Regional dialects function as almost
separate languages while retaining traces of a unified heritage, thereby illustrating the

intricate nature of the Chinese linguistic landscape.

Despite the considerable dialectal differences that often impede mutual intelligibility,
Chinese people have maintained a strong sense of shared ethnolinguistic and cultural
identity throughout history. The perception of unity is largely sustained by China's
logographic writing system. In this system, each symbol or character typically represents
a word or a morpheme, defined as a meaningful unit of language. Consequently, it
effectively transcends phonological variations between dialects. As Kwan-Terry and Luke

(1997: pp. 2767, 284) underline:

The Chinese “languages” are called “dialects” because for centuries they have had a special
relationship through the writing system, which is by and large accessible from the different
vantage-points of the individual dialects. [...] From the point of view of helping to unite a
vast country, there is a certain logic in the use of a logographic script. A non-phonetic script

is in fact better suited than a phonetic one in facilitating inter-provincial communication.

In contemporary China, the official national language is called Putonghua and has its
roots in the Beijing dialect. For over fifty years, the government of the People's Republic
of China has engaged in systematic endeavours to promote it as a linguistic standard
through educational institutions and media. However, this implementation has faced
greater resistance in southern regions, where non-Mandarin dialects are spoken by
approximately one-third of the Han population (Li and Lee, 2004). This disparity stems
from the fact that standard written Chinese aligns with Northern Mandarin structures,
creating a significant gap between speech and writing for speakers of southern dialects.
Consequently, the southern regions demonstrate lower Putonghua proficiency rates
compared to the northern areas, where the native dialects more closely resemble the
standard form. This situation highlights the complex relationship between China's
unifying writing system and the practical challenges of implementing a spoken standard

language across diverse linguistic communities.

China's ethnic minorities are primarily concentrated in the border regions of the north,
northeast, northwest, and southwest, though some live in small communities among the
Han Chinese majority. While the Chinese government officially acknowledges 55
minority groups, the country is linguistically diverse, with an estimated 80 to 100 distinct
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language varieties in use. The demographic composition of these minority groups is
characterised by significant variation, with the Zhuang population numbering over 15.5
million and the Hezhen population amounting to a mere few thousands (Li and Lee, 2004).
During the years, the People's Republic of China (PRC) has implemented a policy of non-
assimilation that is aimed at the protection of minority ethnic groups. In fact, people
belonging to minority nationalities have several advantages, including the permission to

have more than one child, when the one-child policy® (—# B3R, yi hdi zhéngcé) was in

place, more relaxed university admission standards, and more flexible employment and

promotion conditions.

In the early 20th century, China sought to translate Western knowledge in Chinese, with
the language absorbing significant structural and lexical features from European
languages such as English, French and Russian. Prominent writers such as Lu Xun
adapted their Wu or Mandarin-based vernacular styles by incorporating European
grammatical structures, leading to a noticeable “Europeanization” of Chinese syntax and
morphology. Xie (1990) has categorised these influences as either beneficial or adverse
Europeanization. The phenomenon of beneficial Europeanization has been observed to
enhance Chinese expressiveness while maintaining its characteristic conciseness. This is

evidenced by the adoption of pronouns such as §J3& (Qidnzhé, which means “the former”)
and J§& (Houzhé, which means “the latter”). Conversely, adverse influences disrupt
linguistic economy, such as the excessive use of the adverbial marker -di (modelled after
European suffixes like the English -ly). Due to ongoing global interaction, particularly
with English, this process of linguistic Europeanization persists in contemporary Chinese.
Since its implementation in the 1950s, the Putonghua Promotion Campaign (@ 15H#E
JE B, Putonghua Tuigudng Huddong), which is a Chinese government initiative aimed at

promoting the use of Mandarin Chinese as the standard spoken language across the

6 China's one-child policy, introduced in 1980 by Deng Xiaoping, was a strict population control measure
aimed at diminishing rapid population growth. This policy limited most couples to only have one child,
non-compliance often led to financial penalties or, in severe cases, forced abortions. While urban families
were largely restricted, certain exemptions existed, for example rural families could have a second child if
their first was a girl, and ethnic minorities were often permitted to have more than one child. In 2016, the
policy officially ended, and China began allowing all married couples to have two children in response to
the growing concerns about an aging population and a declining labour force. Following a noticeable drop
in birth rates, with only 12 million births reported in 2020 compared to 14.65 million in 2019, the
government further relaxed restrictions in 2021, permitting Chinese families to have up to three children
(Mullen, 2021).
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country, has led to a substantial increase in the number of Mandarin speakers nationwide,
particularly through formal education. However, this widespread adoption has led to the
gradual decline of local dialects and minority languages, as many indigenous vocabulary
items are being replaced by their Standard Chinese equivalents. In minority communities,
where languages increasingly adopt Chinese pronunciations and loanwords, this practice
may inadvertently accelerate language shift or loss. In contrast, language death is a reality
for few ethnic languages, of which Manchu is likely the most frequently mentioned

example (Li and Lee, 2004).

According to the latest report on the “Language situation in China” released by the
Ministry of Education (2021), in 2020, 80.72% of China's population spoke Mandarin
Chinese, a 27.66 percentage point increase from 2000. To encourage the usage of
Mandarin Chinese, officials have constructed 60 language promotion bases, including one
at Peking University. Moreover, the national common language instruction and
assessment system has been upgraded, in fact according to the data, almost 5.28 million

people on the Chinese mainland have passed the Mandarin Chinese proficiency test.

To enhance the global presence of the Chinese language, China’s Ministry of Education
also established the Centre for Language Education and Cooperation, focusing on
promoting Mandarin learning internationally. By the end of 2020, Mandarin was being
taught in more than 180 countries and regions, with over 70 of them incorporating it into
their national education systems. The rise of digital platforms has further accelerated
interest in learning Mandarin, for instance, the “Chinese Plus” online learning platform
offers over 190 courses on both Chinese language and culture, attracting more than two
million international learners. This growing global engagement with Mandarin reflects its
increasing significance in the world. Notably, in 2021, Chinese was also officially
recognized as a language of the United Nations World Tourism Organization (Ministry of

education, 2021).

2.3.2 The situation in Hong Kong

Hong Kong is a major international city located at the mouth of the Pearl River Delta in
South China. The territory is comprised of several key regions, namely Hong Kong Island,

Kowloon Peninsula, the New Territories, and numerous outlying islands. With a
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population of over 7.5 million, it ranks among the most densely populated areas in the
world. Today, more than 95% of Hong Kong's population is ethnically Chinese, primarily

descended from migrants from mainland China.

The linguistic situation of Hong Kong is notably complex due to its historical background.
In contemporary Hong Kong, the three predominant spoken languages are Cantonese,
English and Putonghua, each of which functions differently depending on the social
context and background of the speaker, while two written languages are used by
Hongkongers, namely English and Putonghua. The dominance of Cantonese can be traced
back to the post-World War II immigration from southern China, particularly from the
Guangdong region and the Pearl River Delta. In addition to Cantonese speakers, Hong
Kong is home to several other linguistic communities, including speakers of other
Chinese dialects (such as Hakka, Hokkien, Chiu Chau and Sze Yap), native and expatriate
English speakers, and Filipino and Indonesian domestic workers who speak Tagalog and
Indonesian respectively. The prominence of English in Hong Kong is largely due to its
colonial past and the introduction of compulsory education in the 1970s, which
significantly expanded the use of English over time. While Cantonese remains the
primary spoken language for most residents and acts as a lingua franca between speakers
of other Chinese dialects, English has long been used in key sectors such as government,
law, business and education. In recent years, the global influence of English has also
increased its presence in digital communication, including social media, text messaging,
and email. However, despite a sizeable portion of Hong Kong population growing up in
bilingual environments, which may speak English with their family and friends, most
Hong Kong residents only use English in multilingual academic and business contexts.
Instead, Putonghua serves as a broader lingua franca between the Cantonese-speaking
community and other ethnic Chinese-speaking dialects communities, such as immigrants

and domestic tourists (Chan, 2024).

Moreover, several studies on language attitudes in Hong Kong have consistently found
that Cantonese is considered as the language of solidarity, while English is perceived as
having the highest status. In a study conducted by Hansen Edwards (2021: 325, cit. in
Chan, 2024), she identified a range of complex social meanings associated with Hong
Kong’s three spoken languages, as shown by the following definitions: Cantonese is
considered as “the authentic language symbolic of an assumed Hong Kong identity and

localist political attitudes”; English is “the authentic language of Hong Kong as a means
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of achieving optimal distinctiveness from and within the PRC and as symbolic of the UK
and democracy”’; Putonghua is defined as “the language of the PRC, viewed either as an
imposed anonymous language, symbolising economic assimilation with the PRC or as a
negotiated (contested) anonymous language, symbolising linguistic assimilation into the

PRC”.

To better understand Hong Kong linguistic complexity, it is essential to briefly examine
the region’s historical development. Previously a British colony for a period exceeding
150 years, Hong Kong was returned to Mainland China on 1 July 1997 and was
designated a Special Administrative Region under the "one country, two systems" policy

(—E ™ &, Yigudliangzhi). Deng Xiaoping proposed this concept in the 1980s to solve

historical issues, which transformed into a vivid reality when Hong Kong returned to the
People’s Republic of China. This policy plays a central role in shaping the region’s
political and legal framework, and it allows Hong Kong to maintain its capitalist system
and way of life, distinct from the communist system practiced on Mainland China. Under
this policy, Hong Kong retains a high degree of autonomy in managing its economic,
cultural, and political affairs, including its own legal system, currency, and even social
customs. Mainland Chinese laws do not apply in Hong Kong, and the central government
in Beijing is not allowed to interfere in local governance, except in matters related to
foreign affairs. The principle of “Hong Kong people ruling Hong Kong” ensures that the
region’s government is run by locally elected leaders, without direct involvement from
Beijing officials. To formalize this arrangement, the Chinese government amended its
constitution by adding Article 31, thus providing a legal foundation for the establishment
of Special Administrative Regions like Hong Kong, Taiwan and Macao, with the promise
that the system would remain unchanged for 50 years following the 1997 handover (So,
2011). In the aftermath of the handover, English maintained its status as a co-official
language in conjunction with Chinese (standard written Chinese and spoken Cantonese).
English remained the dominant language in areas such as government, business, law and
education, while the use of traditional Chinese characters in writing, combined with the
presence of Cantonese dialect features, in everyday situations and in informal sections of
the Hong Kong press, reflects the development of a distinct Hong Kong identity.
Notwithstanding a century of British sovereignty, native English speakers have
consistently constituted a little proportion of the population, amounting to less than five

percent. Historically, the social interactions between Western and local Chinese
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communities has been limited, largely due to the existence of separate institutions and
media that allowed each group to live and operate within their own linguistic and cultural

spaces (Li and Lee, 2004).

Over the last decades, there has been a growing political tension between Mainland China
and Hong Kong. More specifically, Hong Kong’s political leaders and pro-democracy
advocates have frequently engaged in negotiations with Beijing to emphasize the “Two
Systems” aspect of the policy “One country, two systems”, while Beijing government has
consistently worked to reinforce the “One Country” principle. At the beginning of the
21st century, Hong Kong experienced a major crisis with the outbreak of the SARS
(severe acute respiratory syndrome) epidemic in 2003. The situation became so severe
that the United Nations issued a travel warning, effectively isolating the city and causing
its tourism industry to collapse. At the same time, the local government struggled to revive
the economy, which had already been weakened by the lingering effects of the Asian
financial crisis. During this economic and public health turmoil, the government
attempted to pass Article 23 (the anti-subversion law) under pressure from Beijing. This
move was widely seen as a response to Beijing’s growing frustration with Hong Kong’s
tolerance of anti-communist groups, including Falun Gong and the annual gathering to
commemorate the victims of Tiananmen Incident. The proposal triggered widespread
public backlash, culminating in a massive protest on July 1, 2003, approximately half a
million people took to the streets to voice their concerns over potential threats to civil
liberties such as freedom of speech, press, and religion. This demonstration represents a
turning point in the evolving relationship between Hong Kong and mainland China (So,

2011).

In 2020, the People's Republic of China took a controversial step by directly enacting the
“National security law” in Hong Kong, thereby bypassing the local legislature. The law
essentially makes any dissent illegal and gives incredibly broad definitions to offenses
like secession, terrorism, subversion, and collusion with foreign powers. Moreover, it
endowed Beijing with the authority to establish its own security agency in Hong Kong
and to exert its influence over the appointment of judges in national security cases. This
move has led to a significant concern among pro-democracy activists, while the Chinese
authorities and pro-Beijing politicians have defended the law as a necessary measure to

restore order following months of large-scale protests (Maizland and Fong, 2024). These
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recent historical events made public opinion realize that the tensions between Hong Kong

and Mainland China are still present.

Finally, it is also interesting to notice that nowadays code-mixing between Cantonese and
English is a widespread phenomenon among educated Chinese speakers in Hong Kong.
Rather than switching entire clauses, speakers often insert English words or phrases into
Cantonese or written Chinese sentences, a phenomenon known as intra-sentential code-
mixing or code-switching. This linguistic phenomenon is indicative of the long-standing
contact between the two languages, dating back over 150 years due to Hong Kong's
colonial history. Considering English's status as a dominant language in Hong Kong
educational sector and its pervasive cultural influence, the integration of English elements
into both spoken Cantonese and written Chinese is quite common (Li and Lee, 2004).
This thesis will analyse the linguistic phenomenon of Cantonese-English code-mixing in

greater detail in the following sections.

2.4 The functions of English in Chinese advertising

In Chinese advertising, English is primarily used for two main purposes: as a persuasive
strategy and as a means of constructing social and cultural identities. Persuasion in
advertising often targets consumer attitudes, as these can influence and predict behaviours.
Many sociolinguists argue that language is not only a tool for communication but also
plays a key role in shaping social reality. From this perspective, language use is seen as a
form of social practice, and it actively contributes to the construction of identity. The
following two sections of this thesis (2.4.1 and 2.4.2) will provide a more detailed
explanation of these two concepts, as they are fundamental to understand the rationale

behind the use of English in Chinese advertisement.

2.4.1 English as a strategy of persuasion

As advertising has become an increasingly influential part of modern society, there has

been a growing academic interest in its persuasive nature. In fact, one of advertising's key
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functions is persuasion, achieved through the linguistic strategies employed by

copywriters.

The way language is used in advertisements plays a crucial role in the product promotion
and consumer behaviour. In many non-English-speaking regions, English is frequently
used in bilingual advertisements due to its strong symbolic value, which enhances their
persuasive appeal. Moreover, in his research about the use of English in Asian
advertisement Bhatia (2001) notes that English is commonly used in Asian advertising to

create a positive psychological impact on the target audience.

In order to understand the persuasive impact of advertising, it’s important to consider
what exactly is being influenced: attitudes, beliefs, or behaviours. According to
Murchison (1935), attitudes refer to emotional responses, beliefs relate to the knowledge
we have about something, and behaviours are the actions influenced by both. Persuasion
primarily targets attitudes, since these can predict future behaviours. Therefore, to be
effective, advertisements must be able to shape or alter the attitudes of potential buyers
toward the product being promoted. One effective way to achieve this is through the
strategic use of English in bilingual advertisements, because the messages associated with
English frequently contain sophisticated or globally appealing content, thereby enhancing
the attractiveness of the product. It is evident that English functions not only as a linguistic
instrument but also plays a pivotal role in the persuasive shaping of attitudes, since it
facilitates the positioning of both the advertiser and the audience within a desirable,

cosmopolitan framework, reinforcing the appeal of the advertised product (Gao, 2005).

2.4.2 The role of English in identity construction

In advertising, the formation of identity is closely linked to broader social dynamics. Ads
do more than simply reflect existing cultural meanings; they actively construct a sense of
community among target audiences. Drawing on Anderson's (1983) concept of the
“imagined community”, advertisements create a collective identity in which individuals,
despite being strangers, feel a sense of shared belonging to a collective identity. This
imagined sense of unity is often formed in opposition to cultural or national “others”.
Language plays a crucial role in this process, serving as a tool to forge these shared
identities and create discursive spaces in which consumers can identify with both the
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product and the wider community it represents. Through ideological processes,

advertisements link the symbolic meaning of products to the identities of the customers.

To analyse the Chinese customer’s identity construction, through Chinese-English
advertising, is important to introduce the positioning theory. The positioning theory
proposed by Davies and Harré (1990) is rooted in social psychology, and it has been

defined as:

the discursive process whereby selves are located in conversations as observably and
subjectively coherent participants in jointly produced storylines. There can be interactive
positioning in what one person says positions another. And there can be reflexive

positioning in which one positions oneself (Davies and Harré, 1990: 48).

This theory emphasizes that identity is not fixed but negotiated through available subject
positions offered by dominant discourses. In the advertising context, these subject
positions are shaped by cultural values attached to English, such as modernity, global
sophistication, and technological advancement. Through the strategic use of English,
advertisers in China can position consumers in ways that align them with these desirable
qualities. While consumers might appear to be self-positioning, this process is largely
one-sided and controlled by the advertisers. This asymmetry is crucial for understanding
how English operates as a tool for shaping identities. Moreover, positioning is closely tied
to cultural norms and local values. Thus, the use of English in Chinese advertisements is
effective because it taps into a shared understanding among consumers, regardless of their
English proficiency, since it relates to a cosmopolitan and elite status. Positioning theory,
therefore, is a valuable analytical lens for exploring how language, identity, and power

interact in the everyday lives of Chinese consumers.

According to a study conducted by Li (2015) based on a corpus of 357 printed commercial
collected from Chinese magazines and newspapers that feature Chinese-English code-
mixing, it can be observed how positioning theory operates in the context of Chinese
advertising. By examining the English words and discursive strategies used in headlines,
slogans, and brand names, particularly in ads related to technology, real estate, and beauty,
he identifies five key positioning cues frequently used to shape the identity of Chinese
consumers. These include references to Western place names, emotional language,
success discourses, and gendered ideals tied to Western masculinity and femininity.

Moreover, Li’s (2015) analysis reveals three interconnected ways in which English is used
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to position Chinese individuals: locating, refashioning, and assessing; then he proposes

the following definitions for these three concepts:

It is locating in that English is used for specific effect to discursively set the geographical
places in the West as the living place of Chinese people. It is refashioning in the sense not
only is English used to enrich but also reinterpret or redefine traditional collective identities
of Chinese people. It is assessing in the sense that some features or standards conforming
to traditional Chinese ideals are explicitly or implicitly re-evaluated through the process of

a comparison (Li, 2015:82).

2.4.2.1 Locating

Concerning the concept of locating Chinese people, it can be said that one prominent
strategy observed in the analysed real estate advertisements in Li (2015) research is the
discursive positioning of Chinese consumers within a Western spatial and cultural context.
Through the strategic use of English and Western place names, properties located entirely
in China are marketed as if they were situated in globally recognized Western cities such
as New York, London, or Paris. This linguistic positioning gives the local housing
developments a sense of international prestige and spatial specificity, aligning them with
the modern and cosmopolitan identities associated with the West, as the following two

example show: “Bourton-on-the-water, Z{2 7K & (Bourton-on-the-water, yinglin shui

an)” (Li, 2015:83), which can be translated as “Bourton-on-the-water, on the shores of
England”(my translation); “Notting Shire, 3% T &B ( Notting Shire, nuoding jun)” ( Li,
2015:83) which can be translated as “Notting Shire, Notting County”’(my translation).
Bourton-on-the-water is a popular tourist destination in England, while the name Notting
Shire may be a spelling variant of Nottinghamshire, an English county located in the East
Midlands. In fact, by assigning Western-sounding names to residential projects,
advertisers invoke the symbolic meaning of these places. These names are not just
decorative; they are intertextual cues that evoke an imagined geography, reshaping the
consumer’s perception of the properties as being more than local, they are perceived as

transnational, desirable, and culturally superior.

Moreover, this phenomenon reflects a deeper ideological function, because these

marketing tactics don't just aim at selling properties, they offer a version of identity rooted
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in Western modernity. The Western names and styles serve as cultural metaphors,
positioning the Chinese consumer not just geographically, but socially and morally, within
a Western framework of progress and prestige. Ultimately, by embedding Western place
names and cultural references into the Chinese local urban landscape, advertisers are
constructing a shared transnational identity, one that merges local aspirations with global
imaginaries. This process defines how Chinese consumers understand space, home, and

belonging, reflecting broader narratives of globalization and cultural aspiration.

2.4.2.2 Refashioning

In addition to the spatial positioning through Western place names, the study conducted
by Li (2015) also reveals another simultaneous and significant strategy for refashioning
Chinese collective identity in advertising that is: the use of Anglophone emotional
discourse. This approach relies on emotional appeals, which have long been recognized
as powerful tools in influencing consumer attitudes and behaviours, because emotions not
only help make the unfamiliar concepts seem natural, but they also play a central role in
forming new identities. However, emotions are not universal. They are deeply shaped by
cultural norms and language. While all people experience emotions, how those emotions
are labelled, expressed, and interpreted can vary widely across cultures. For example,
English emotion terms are culture-specific, reflecting the values and worldview of
Anglophone societies. However, in the context of Chinese advertising, there has been an
increasing utilisation of English emotion words as positioning cues. The employment of

words such as "amusement," "delight," "love," "

romantic, and "surprise" in product
slogans by marketers serves to encourage consumers to adopt Western emotional
frameworks. It is evident that these words serve a dual purpose: they not only articulate
feelings but also instruct Chinese consumers in the interpretation and articulation of
emotions in a manner consistent with Anglophone norms. This results in a repositioning
of emotional identity, whereby Chinese people are subtly guided to relate to universal
emotions as if they were native speakers of English. An illustrative example of this can

be found in the following Canon camera advertisement: “Delighting you always, &z &
FE1ERE., (Delighting you always, gandong chdang zai jianéng)” (Li, 2015:85), which can

be translated as: “Always being moved and delighted at Canon” (my translation).

55



Within the context of refashioning Chinese people through advertising, beauty and
femininity play a crucial role, particularly in the context of the introduction and
normalisation of Western beauty standards in China. The beauty-related advertisements
analysed by Li (2015) reveals the strategic deployment of specific English phrases to
convey ideals associated with Eurocentric beauty norms. Headlines such as “Age miracle”
and “Slim and shape” reflect common themes such as youthfulness, slim bodies, and large

breasts, all of which align with Western standards of female attractiveness, as this
TR ALAR B9

E&BTIE, (Age miracle, life miracle gitian, jing xian jifi de gingchin qiji)” (Li,

example of Guerlain advertisement shows: “Age miracle, life miracle X, |

2015:86), which can be translated as: “Age miracle, seven days life miracle, a miraculous

and surprising display of youthful skin” (my translation).

In Chinese advertising, these ideals are not only verbalized through language but are also
visually represented by using white, often blonde, Western models who embody a tall,
thin, and fair-skinned look. This contrasts with traditional Chinese beauty ideals, which
emphasize a more holistic view of femininity, one that links physical appearance to inner
virtue, talent, and moral character. However, the increasing presence of Western beauty
norms in Chinese media reflects a deeper influence of global capitalism and modernity.
As a result, the idea of transnational femininity, focused largely on appearance, becomes
embedded within Chinese advertising. This may pressure Chinese women to adjust their
perceptions of beauty in ways that align with Eurocentric standards. Still, within these
campaigns, there are subtle references to traditional Chinese values, suggesting an
ongoing negotiation between global and local ideals of femininity. In essence, these
advertisements do more than selling beauty products, they reshape the cultural
understanding of female identity by blending globalized, Western ideals with culturally
specific expectations, thereby encouraging Chinese women to adhere to multiple and

sometimes conflicting beauty standards.

2.4.2.3 Assessing

The refashioning of Chinese identity in advertising frequently entails implicit assessment

concerning gender, emotion, and accomplishment. Masculinity and femininity, for
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instance, are not merely portrayed; they are evaluated and reshaped according to new
standards. In a similar manner, the way Chinese emotional expression is subtly reassessed
through the utilisation of English emotion vocabulary serves to encourage an alignment
with Western emotional norms. This process of identity formation is frequently
characterised by comparisons between Chinese and Western ideals. However, it should
be noted that such assessments in advertisements are not always hidden. In many cases,
they are explicitly communicated through the choice of English words associated with
success, such as “victory” and “succeed.” These terms are frequently employed in the
creation of slogans, presenting success as something achievable and personal, like in the

following example: “Victory In Pajero, f{IETIAARE (Victory In Pajero, chénggong

yuan yu pajiéluo)” (Li, 2015: 87), that can be translated as: “Victory in Pajero, success
comes from Pajero” (my translation). In this way, advertising does more than increasing
the sales, it promotes a vision of individual success that aligns closely with Western values
of individualism. This concept often contrasts with the traditional Chinese emphasis on
collectivism, suggesting a cultural shift where personal ambition and self-achievement
are increasingly celebrated. Thus, English words in advertising functions not only as a
linguistic tool but also as a cultural mechanism, reinforcing and reshaping Chinese

perceptions of identity, success, and value.

Another common strategy employed in Chinese advertising to assess and position
consumers is the recontextualization of elite and aristocratic discourses. The assignment
of royal or noble attributes to products, particularly in the context of real estate, serves as
a symbolic strategy employed by advertisers to position Chinese consumers as modern-
day inheritors of an aristocratic status, as illustrated by the following slogans from Star

river and Gubei, respectively: “Caste of surpassing quality, &7 & & /3 (Caste of

surpassing quality, dianfeng shénfen)” (Li, 2015:87), that can be translated as: “Caste of
surpassing quality, highest status”(my translation); “My Royal Life, My Gold Way”(Li,
2015:88). It is important to note that these references do not conflict with traditional
Chinese notions of success, which, since the ancient times, have been linked to status,
privilege, and hierarchy. In essence, the use of English royal terminology in these
marketing narratives serves a dual purpose: it invokes the glamour of Western aristocracy,
while simultaneously reinforcing a traditionally Chinese understanding of prestige,

offering consumers a symbolic claim to both (Li, 2015).
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2.5 Creativity in Chinese advertising

It is widely believed that regardless of the advertising format, employing an effective
creative strategy remains essential. Creative strategies in advertising play a pivotal role
in establishing a connection between brands and consumers, ensuring that the brand
message is aligned with the audience expectations. As Frazer (1983) emphasized, creative
strategies constitute a crucial marketing decision, determining the core message and
guiding the selection of media channels to effectively reach the intended audience.
Furthermore, with the advent of digital platforms, advertising strategies evolved. In the
contemporary era, consumers are increasingly turning to online sources for their
information needs, thereby compelling advertisers to shift towards digital formats. The
advent of Internet and social media has not only transformed the advertising landscape,
but has also introduced new dynamics to both strategy and creativity. It is believed that
creativity in advertising is shaped by the environment in which it is produced. Therefore,
to effectively navigate the Chinese advertising landscape, marketers must understand the

cultural and contextual dynamics unique to China (Chen, Wang and Liang, 2019).

It is widely known that international corporations in China frequently employ advertising
strategies that incorporate a combination of both standardized and localized elements.
Zhou and Belk's (2004) research revealed an ambivalent response among Chinese
consumers to global versus local appeals. They found that global appeals were associated
with modernity, while local appeals resonated with national pride. Despite these findings,
relying solely on the standardization-localization framework may oversimplify the

nuances of advertising strategy in China.

When doing business with China today, companies must recognise that the country is no
longer just the “world's factory”, producing goods for export at low costs. Instead, there
is a growing focus on China's domestic market, which has grown significantly in terms
of wealth and consumer expectations. This shift makes China a symbol of rapid and
unpredictable change, posing ongoing challenges for foreign businesses. This fast-paced
transformation requires constant strategic adaptation and innovation. Despite these
challenges, China remains a crucial market that companies cannot afford to overlook in

their internationalisation strategies. In this sense, China's evolving landscape continues to
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drive global innovation and international business development (Vescovi, 2022). This
dynamic environment also influences the way in which companies market their products
and services, as well as the linguistic techniques employed in advertising. Advertisers
must be innovative and flexible, continuously adapting their choice of language to align

with changing consumer preferences and the rapidly evolving business landscape.

As proposed by Kachru (1986a), bilingual linguistic creativity typically involves two key
aspects: the use of multiple languages within a discourse, such as code-switching or code-
mixing, and the employment of verbal strategies shaped by sociological, psychological,
and attitudinal factors. This definition highlights the role of code-mixing in Chinese
advertising as a manifestation of linguistic creativity, strategically employed by
copywriters to influence consumers’ purchasing decisions. In the following sections, we
will assess Mandarin-English and Cantonese-English code-mixing in Chinese advertising
in greater depth, with a focus on the strategies used by copywriters within a bilingual

advertising context.

2.5.1 Mandarin-English code-mixing

The global spread of English as an international language has brought about profound
social, cultural and linguistic changes. As it becomes more integrated into the everyday
communication of diverse societies, English often plays multiple roles, ranging from
enabling social mobility and empowerment to, at times, contributing to cultural
marginalisation. In many multilingual contexts, English acts as a guest language, blending
into conversations or texts primarily in the host language, which is the primary language
spoken by individuals or communities. A common manifestation of this is the
phenomenon of code-mixing, which is the incorporation of English words or phrases into
the grammatical structure of another language, as we mentioned before (Leung and Chan,

2016).

Nowadays, code-mixing has become deeply embedded in Chinese communication across
a wide range of discourses, including everyday conversations, pop songs, media, news,
and advertising. During the last few years, among foreign languages, English has played

the most significant role in connecting Chinese speakers with the global community.
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Consequently, Mandarin-English code-mixing has become particularly widespread and
relevant in both spoken and written forms of communication. As was explained in
paragraph 2.1, according to several researchers, there are various definitions of code-
mixing. In a study conducted by Xin and Liu (2014) on Mandarin-English code-mixing
in Chinese advertisements, which is primarily based on Muysken's classification and
Myers-Scotton's MFL model, the two scholars identified three types of code-mixing:
inserted code-mixing, alternative code-mixing and diglossia code-mixing, which will be

explained in the following sections.

2.5.1.1 Insertion

As previously discussed in paragraph 2.1, Muysken (1995) defines insertion as the
integration of a linguistic element, such as a word or phrase, from one language into the
grammatical structure of another. According to Myers-Scotton’s (1997) MLF (Matrix
Language Frame) model, in the context of Mandarin-English code-mixing, Mandarin
typically functions as the matrix language, while English serves as the embedded
language. From a linguistic point of view, insertion is further categorized into
phonological insertion, clausal insertion, lexical and phrasal insertion, and discourse-level
insertions. In this section of the thesis, we will mainly focus on clausal insertion, lexical

and phrasal insertion, and phonological insertion.

Clausal insertion refers to a form of code-mixing where an entire clause or sentence from
the embedded language (EL) is inserted into the matrix language. In Mandarin-English
code-mixing, this typically involves the integration of English sentences into Chinese
texts. This phenomenon closely aligns with inter-sentential code-switching as defined in
Myers-Scotton’s model, where the inserted English segments form “EL islands”,
grammatical units composed entirely of English elements that follow English syntactic
rules that are inserted into the matrix language (ML), as the following advertisement for

the cosmetic “Clean clear” demonstrates:

(11) FTosmFT £ % 1145 R U ready? (Xin and Liu, 2014:1432)
Wi you xinshéng meili tuibian R U ready?

“Are you ready for a new oil-free glamour transformation?” (my translation)
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In this advertisement is visible how the EL island “R U ready?”, which is the short form
of “Are you ready?” and obeys to the rules of EL grammar, is inserted into the Chinese
ML. The overall message of the advertisement suggests that the 'Clean Clear' cleansing
foam reduces facial oiliness, resulting in a fresher and more attractive appearance.
Moreover, the phrase 'R U ready?' serves as a call to action, inviting consumers to try the

product.

Lexical and phrasal insertion refers to the incorporation of English words or phrases (EL
elements) into Mandarin Chinese, which is the ML, as the following example of an adv

for VISA shows:

(12) go. F| &SR, WEE—IPER.
go. B— /N EhidE, EE, AEESELLEEAMNEEE (Xinand Liu, 2014: 1431).
go. Dao quan shijie, shouji méi yige gudjia
go. Shi yige dongci, jiandan, que yunhdanzhe wubi giangda de néngliang
“Go to the world and collect every country.

Go is a verb that it is simple yet contains incredibly powerful energy.” (my
translation)

In this advertisement, the English word “go” is strategically embedded within the
Mandarin Chinese text to convey a sense of movement and energy, reinforcing the global
reach and accessibility of the Visa service. The use of “go” emphasizes that Visa can be

used anywhere in the world, aligning with the brand’s international image.

The previous example illustrates the insertion of English lexical items into Chinese
discourse. This practice has become increasingly common in contemporary Chinese
advertising (Xin and Liu, 2014), where English names and set phrases are often used to
add prestige or global appeal. This strategy is evident in the following car advertisement

for the “Jeep Grand Cherokee”:

(13) Grand Cherokee 7E Bl AR AVIEE S KY), EEXMNIZEER
F 1083 4 American Motors & 1T HY Jeep Cherokee XJ (Z# EAITZRA]
EDIMFRANY]) . 1987 £ American Motors # eI, £
i 5 FME N, LT 1992 F#H T E— Grand Cherokee, FF—
FE1 ™. ¥ Motor Trend 1T, 4L 5 FM4E~FE—MK Grand
Cherokee BX1S 7 ik 170 77 H9$HE (Xin and Liu, 2014:1431).
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Grand Cherokee zai guonei suchéng daqienuoji huo da qie, suan qildi ta
vinggai shi giyuan yu 1083 nian American Motors shéji de Jeep Cherokee XJ
(céng bei guonei wanjiamen qingie de chéng wei xido qie).1987 Nian
American Motors bei keldisiléi shougou yihou, jingguo 5 nian de nuili,
zhongyu zai 1992 nian tuichiile di yi dai Grand Cherokee, bing yu yi nian hou
touchdan. Ju Motor Trend tongji, chixu 5 nian de shéngchdn shi di yi dai Grand
Cherokee qudéle jiangjin 170 wan de xiaoliang.

“The Grand Cherokee is commonly known as “Dagie nuoji” or “Dagie” in
China. It traces its origins to the Jeep Cherokee XJ, designed by American
Motors in 1983 (affectionately called “Xiaoqie” by local enthusiasts). After
Chrysler acquired American Motors in 1987, five years of hard work finally
led to the launch of the first-generation Grand Cherokee in 1992, with the
production starting a year later. According to Motor Trend statistics, the first-
generation model sold nearly 1.7 million units over five years of production”.
(my translation).
In this promotional text, English terms such as “Grand Cherokee”, “American Motors”,
“Jeep Cherokee XJ”, and “Motor Trend” are directly embedded into the Mandarin
Chinese discourse. These English phrases, being widely recognised by the target audience,
are left untranslated to maintain clarity and to save the trouble of translation. This
phenomenon can be regarded as a common strategy in Chinese advertising, whereby

English expressions are incorporated into Chinese sentence structures, resulting in

frequent instances of mixed ML+EL constituents.

Phonological insertion refers to the phenomenon where English sounds, letters or words
are embedded within Mandarin Chinese sentences or phrases. A typical example can be

seen in the advertisement for the 16™ Guangzhou Fashion Expo:
(14) BER E L BIREEZSNAE

Bl6/ET M (8% BRE. ROKERRRES
(Xin and Liu, 2014:1430).

chhE % %5 SHOW 17

Jujido shishang xinzhuang mingmei chiinji fengshang

Di 16 jie “gudngzhou (jin han) fuzhuang, jiafang ji mianliao zhdnldan hui”
pinpdai fabu SHOW chdng.
“Focus on fashionable new clothes and bright spring fashion.

The 16th Guangzhou (Jinhan) Clothing, Home Textiles and Fabrics Exhibition -
Brand Release Showcase” (my translation).
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In this case, the English word "show" is phonetically similar to the Chinese character

“Z5”(xin), commonly used in the term “Z& 17" (xitichdng), which refers to a fashion show
venue. The borrowed English form “show 1% creates a bilingual blend (ML+EL

constituent), retaining the original Chinese meaning while adding a playful, ironic twist.

This irony is further enhanced by the cultural connotation of “E%” (zuoxi, to show off),

which makes the use of “show” both stylistically creative and humorous within the

context of a fashion event.

2.5.1.2 Alternation

Alternative code-mixing refers to the use of relatively complete utterances from two or
more languages that appear alternately within the same advertisement, as this example of

a candy commercial illustrates:

(15) Girl: F#9FE —H1F QQ #&!
Boy: Come on, baby! Come on, baby!
Girl: Rt Ene—fig?
Boy: Yes!
Girl & Boy: FF{F QQ #&#——HEAE! (Xin and Liu, 2014: 1433).
Girl: Wo de bdobéi ——wangzai QQ tang!
Boy: Come on, baby! Come on, baby!
Girl: Niyé yao chi yi li ma?
Boy: Yes!
Girl& Boy: Wangzai QQ tiang ——wangwang!
“Girl: My baby - Wangzai QQ Candy!
Boy: Come on, baby! Come on, baby!
Girl: Do you also want to eat one?
Boy: Yes!

Girl&Boy: Wangzai QQ Candy - Wangwang!” (my translation).
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In this ad, the alternation occurs between Mandarin Chinese (ML) and English (EL). The
English phrases, inserted as complete responses, interact naturally with the Chinese
dialogue, creating a bilingual exchange that is playful, and engaging. This switching
serves not only to attract attention but also to enhance the appeal of the product being

advertised.

2.5.1.3 Diglossia

In some cases, alternation occurs not between distinct Mandarin Chinese and English
utterances, but between the Mandarin Chinese text and its corresponding English
translation. This pattern can be described as diglossia code-mixing, where parallel
stretches of mandarin Chinese and its English translation appear alternatively within the

same advertisement.

(16) BEFTE ORYI) EFRMHERERBZZS
The 9th China (Shenzhen) International Brand Clothing & Accessories Fair
2009 RYIEFrZ-B-EBFUE RS
2009 Shenzhen International Maternity & Clothing Expo
2009 R E bR RER R HEHE T
2009 Shenzhen International Trade Fair for Apparel Fabrics and Accessories
2009 &£ 7 B 9 H-11 H/July 9-11,2009
7SIl
Shenzhen Convention & Exhibition Center (Xin and Liu, 2014:1433).
Di jiti jie zhongguo (shénzhen) guoji pi pai fuzhuang fushi jidoyi hui
The 9th China (Shenzhen) International Brand Clothing& Accessories Fair
2009 shénzhen guoji yun-ying-tong chdanye boldanhui
2009 Shenzhen International Maternity& Clothing Expo
2009 shénzhen guoji fangzhi mianliao ji fiiliao boldanhui
2009 Shenzhen International Trade Fair for Apparel Fabrics and Accessories

2009 nian 7 yue 9 ri-11 ri/July 9-11,2009
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Shénzheén huizhdn zhongxin
Shenzhen Convention& Exhibition Center:

In this example, Mandarin Chinese descriptions are directly followed by their English
equivalents. While the English text doesn’t introduce new content, its inclusion broadens

the advertisement's accessibility and international appeal (Xin and Liu, 2014).

2.5.2 Cantonese-English code-mixing

In Hong Kong, Cantonese-English code-mixing has become a deeply embedded linguistic
practice, influencing both personal interactions and broader societal communication.
From casual greetings to professional settings, code-mixing is a regular part of daily life,
for instance, it is common for individuals to address one another using English names, a
cultural norm that is unique within the broader Asian context. As we mentioned before,
this linguistic behaviour is closely related to Hong Kong’s colonial history, as it remained
under British rule for over 150 years, consequently, English became a prominent and
influential language in the region. Even after the handover, English has maintained its
official status alongside Putonghua (i.e. the official Chinese language), and the bilingual
nature of public communication, especially from the local government, reflects this
ongoing dual-language environment. Despite Putonghua being included in the
multilingual policy, English continues to have a strong social and communicative
presence. As a matter of fact, many residents, though not being fluent in English, regularly

incorporate English expressions into Cantonese.

This prevalence of code-mixing also extends into marketing and advertising. Print
advertisements in Hong Kong often feature a blend of English and Cantonese to target
mass audiences who are accustomed to this bilingual mode of communication. Effective
communication in this context, therefore, depends on the audience's ability to understand

and relate to the blended messages (Leung and Chan, 2016).

Print advertisements in Hong Kong typically feature a multilingual environment, with at
least three language varieties commonly appearing: Standard Written Chinese (SWC),
Cantonese, and English. The language mixing patterns that can be observed in

advertisements take several forms, including: SWC mixed with English, SWC mixed with
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Cantonese, English mixed with Cantonese, and SWC mixed with both English and
Cantonese. These combinations reflect the complex and dynamic linguistic landscape of
Hong Kong’s advertising discourse. According to Wu and Chan (2007), code-mixing in
Hong Kong advertising tends to follow two main patterns: the mix between Standard
Written Chinese and English, or a more complex blend of Standard written Chinese,
English and Cantonese. These embedded components of SWC, Cantonese and English,
whether being single words, phrases or full clauses, serve two functions within
advertisements: the informational function and the involvement function. The term
“informational function” relates to how language conveys information, while the term
“involvement function” relates to language's emotive role, which goes beyond giving

information.

In Hong Kong advertisements, English is often used for informational purposes,
particularly to convey product details or features. As an advertisement for B21 Soleil

Vitamins presented below shows:

(17) Bc & Er# EH 5 4 Bioprotectyl

puidhap6 zaam3sanl zyunllei6 sing4fan6

“Including the new franchised ingredient, Bioprotectyl” (Wu and Chan,
2007:312)

It can be observed that in this advertisement there is an emphasis on the product's
scientific or specialised nature, leveraging the credibility and modernity of English to

enhance the information presented.

Cantonese-English mixing in Hong Kong advertisements often serves an involvement
function, helping to establish a casual and relatable tone that resonates with local
costumers. A clear example of this can be seen in the Max Factor make-up brand

advertisement presented below:

(18) 2 party TUERER, fEHZMELEEALE], fh keep Z4FH,

heoi3 party waan2 zukl seng4dmaan5, go3 zongl m4zi2 moudfaa3 dou3,
zungb6 keep dou3 houljeon6

“Went to the party and played for the whole night, but the make-up did not
get dissolved; and what’s more, the skin has been kept very moist”. (Wu and Chan,
2007:310)
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It is also important to recognise that the blending of English and Cantonese seen in
advertisements reflects a common speech pattern among the people of Hong Kong. This
linguistic style is mirrored not only in advertising, but also in the evolving language
practices and identity of Hong Kong consumers, actively shaping them (Wu and

Chan,2007).

Moreover, Li (2000) conducted a significant study on code-mixing in Hong Kong, his
research identified four key motivations behind the frequent use of English in Cantonese
discourse, namely euphemism, the principle of economy, bilingual punning and

specificity.

2.5.2.1 Euphemism

Euphemism refers to the fact that certain topics or terms may be culturally sensitive or
awkward to express in Chinese, so, using the English equivalent allows the speaker to
address these subjects more comfortably and with less social discomfort. An illustration
of this phenomenon can be observed in the domain of intimate clothing items
advertisements, wherein English is employed to denote them in a less explicit manner, as

the following example of a bra advertisement shows:

(19) Woo! 3% Bra %1%

Woo! tau3 BRA gaak3 gaak3
“Wow! (a) princess (whose) bra is visible!” (Li, 2000:312)

Although Cantonese and Standard Written Chinese (SWC) have their own terms for “bra”,
such as [ E (hungl zaau3, “chest cover”, in SWC) and | =& (jyuS5 zaau3, “breast cover”

in Cantonese) the English word was chosen instead. This preference can be attributed to
the explicit nature of the Chinese and Cantonese equivalents, which directly mention

body parts such as "chest"(f4) and "breast” (). The utilisation of the English term

enables the speakers and writers to refer to the same object without overtly naming those

body parts, thereby maintaining a certain level of modesty and social comfort.
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2.5.2.2 The principle of economy

The principle of economy regards the fact that English is seen as more concise in terms
of both structure and memory load. Consequently, English expressions are preferred
because they are more efficient than their Cantonese equivalents. This motivation is
especially relevant in fast-paced communication, where speakers aim to save time and
effort. For instance, the English adjective “in”, commonly used with the meaning of
“trendy” or “fashionable”, is frequently seen in informal contexts such as casual speech

and informal news articles, because its Cantonese alternative 347 (laud hang4) is longer
and more intricate than the English alternative.

Another clear example is the phrase "check in", which is widely used in travel and

hospitality contexts. A typical mixed-code sentence might be:
(20) {R check in 72 %2
nei5 CHECK IN zo2 mei6 aa3
“Have you checked in already?” (Li, 2000:317).

In this instance, the English phrase replaces the much longer Cantonese equivalent “ A\ {F
F4&” (japbzyub saulzuk6, “check-in procedure™), making the utterance quicker and

easier to produce. The present example demonstrates that when the main goal is clear,
efficient communication English is naturally favoured by bilingual speakers in Hong
Kong, who opt for English expressions to reduce their linguistic effort without sacrificing

meaning.

2.5.2.3 Bilingual punning

Bilingual punning refers to the fact that code-mixing is also used creatively to generate
puns or layered meanings that play on both languages, adding a humorous or rhetorical
effect to communication. In Hong Kong's media discourse, the utilisation of bilingual
punning, where English words are purposefully integrated into Cantonese, results in the

creation of dual meanings. This technique depends heavily on the phonetic similarities
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between English and Cantonese terms. A notable example of this phenomenon is

following slogan:

(21) “High tech &1, low tech #5E§”
HIGH TECH haail je5 LOW TECH loul je5

“High Tech brings trouble, while Low Tech is profitable” (Li, 2000:314)

In this instance, the English words “high” and “low” phonetically resemble the Cantonese

words 3 (haail, “to get into trouble”) and # (loul, “to gain profit”), respectively. This

pun cleverly communicates a socioeconomic commentary during a period of economic
downturn in Hong Kong, suggesting that high-tech industries bring trouble, whereas low-

tech ones are more stable and profitable.

However, this form of wordplay is not confined to print media, it is also employed in
Hong Kong advertisements, where English words are used for their homophonic
equivalence with Cantonese words. For instance, in a Suzuki car advertisement, the word

“fun” aligns with the Cantonese 43 (fanl, which means “minute”), creating layered

meanings, as the following example illustrate:

(22) FUN FUN & 87 B 55 A= 1R
fanl fanl zungl faat3 fong3 wui4 gwail dikl hei2 jyut6
“Discharging every minute, with fun, the joy of the handover” (Li, 2000:315)
Since the English word “fun” is phonetically identical to the Cantonese word 43 (fanl),

the expression FUN FUN can be interpreted not only as a reference to enjoyment, but

also as FUN FUN $& (fanl fanl zungl, which means “every minute”). This creates a

clever bilingual pun that conveys the dual meaning of “every minute with fun.”

Similar advertising slogans make use of this type of Cantonese-English code-mixing to
enhance emotional and cultural resonance with the audience, as the following
advertisement created by Esso, Feoso, and Tiger-Mart to promote their summer gas

station by offering coupons and special gifts shows:

(23) Z K% FUN E HK1&
lou5 fu2 banl fanl haa6 jatl ceond lai5

“The Tiger-Mart many-and-varied/fun summertime carnival” (Li, 2000:316)

69



In this advertisement, to highlight the variety and appeal of their promotional items, the

advertisers creatively referenced to the Cantonese word 484} (banl fanl, which means
“many and varied”). Moreover, the second syllable £} (fanl) of the Cantonese word was

replaced with the homophonous English word “fun”, producing a bilingual pun that

simultaneously conveys the ideas of diversity and enjoyment.

2.5.2.4 Specificity

Finally, specificity indicates that English terms are often considered more precise or
general than their Cantonese counterparts, making them preferable in situations requiring

more or less clarity.

For example, the English word “fans” is frequently used in both spoken and written
Cantonese, often preferred over the Cantonese equivalent due to its broader and more

flexible meaning. Unlike the Cantonese term 3£ (mai4), which usually needs a
premodifier to specify the type of fan (e.g. XK gol maid, for music fans or BKiX kau4

mai4, for football fans), the English word “fans” can be used more generally to refer to
admirers of a celebrity, regardless of their talents. This generality is useful in modern

contexts where many entertainers have multiple talents, as the following example shows:

(24) ZREFFEF % FANS
lai4 ming4 jaus hou2 dol FANS
“Leon Lai (the singer/film star) has many fans” (Li, 2000:313)

While the English word “fan” is often used in Cantonese for its broad meaning, other
English terms are sometimes preferred for their specificity. A common example is the
verb “book”, which frequently appears in code-mixed speech when making reservations,
such as booking a restaurant table, sports court or a flight ticket, as the following example

illustrate:
(25) W&3%, I8 BOOK =%;, —3¥i5
m4 goil ngo5 soeng2 BOOK saaml dim2 jatl hou6 coeng4

“Please, I want to book court no. 1 at 3 o'clock.” (Li, 2000:313)
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In this example, the speaker uses the English word “book”, because the Cantonese
equivalent 3] (deng6, which means “deposit”), typically refers to placing a deposit,
implying a financial commitment. In contrast, “book” clearly conveys the act of reserving
something without necessarily involving a payment. This semantic precision explains
why “book” has become a common choice in Cantonese-English code-mixing, offering a

clearer and more practical alternative to existing Cantonese expressions (Li, 2000).
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Chapter 3

Case studies

In contemporary Chinese advertising, Chinese-English code-mixing is commonly used to
reflect the linguistic reality of modern consumers. This strategy often arises from
linguistic necessities, such as overcoming vocabulary limitations or conveying culturally
specific meanings that cannot be fully translated into another language. By using code-
mixing, advertisers can fill in semantic gaps and communicate in a way that resonates
more naturally with consumers' everyday language use. In this context, English is used
not only as a persuasive tool to influence consumers’ behaviours and purchasing decisions,

but also to shape social and cultural identities, as discussed in chapter 2.

According to Yang (2007), there is a relationship between advertising language and social
culture, and Chinese-English code-mixing in advertisement can be analysed from two
perspectives: the pragmatic meaning and the social meaning. Advertising language is a
special means of expression and using code-mixing in advertising makes content more
visually and cognitively engaging, effectively drawing attention and generating interest
in customers. However, language is not isolated; it evolves alongside changes in society,
politics, economics, religion and technology. As human thought develops, so does
language, with new words and expressions continuously emerging to better reflect
modern emotions and experiences. Code-mixing plays a meaningful role in this process
by enhancing the speaker’s ability to convey their intended message. In advertising, this
strategy helps to elicit the desired psychological reaction from the audience, thereby

aligning with the advertiser’s communicative goals.

However, code-mixing is not simply a linguistic phenomenon because language as an
important communication tool for human beings also has a strong social nature. In
advertising, where language is used to achieve practical and often economic goals, this
blending of codes aims to maximise communicative effectiveness. While code mixing
serves pragmatic and commercial purposes, its broader social implications, including
potential negative impacts, should not be overlooked. Although code-mixing in
advertising is intended to be persuasive, it can sometimes have the opposite effect,
confusing the audience and weakening the promotional message. This can lead to
scepticism, giving the impression that the advertisement is overly focused on
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Westernisation, rather than effectively communicating the product’s value. Although
code-mixing has a certain positive effect and is highly sought after by young people for
their expressive function and westernisation effect, some Chinese scholars view it as
chaotic phenomena regarding language standardization. In advertising, where language
reflects broader social and cultural values, careless or excessive use of foreign words,
especially to create an artificial Western appeal, can cause public outrage. Instead of
attracting consumers, such advertisements may provoke negative reactions, including
public disapproval and potential regulatory consequences for the advertisers involved

(Yang, 2007).

After having explored the implications of code-mixing in Mailand China and Hong Kong
and its linguistic and socio-cultural context in detail, the third chapter of this thesis will
present the chosen research project. Based on the theories proposed in the previous
chapter, a sample of Mandarin-English and Cantonese-English advertisements were
collected to determine their implications and significance. Specifically, two case studies
were chosen for the analysis: the companies McDonald's and MAC Cosmetics both in
Mainland China and Hong Kong. Furthermore, we would like to point out that the
proposed analysis is a qualitative one, aimed at observing the phenomenon of code-
mixing in Chinese advertisements, rather than its quantitative measurement, focusing on
its linguistic and psychological implications. Moreover, the sample of advertisements
presented below is the result of online research. The analysed advertisements are taken
from the internet and, specifically, from one of most popular Chinese social network

platforms, e.g. WeChat ({815, Weixin), from online video-sharing websites e.g. Bili bili
(REENEBNEENE | Bil7 bili) and Youtube, and from the official websites of the proposed brands.

Consequently, the analysed advertisements will be digital ones, in the form of images and

videos.

3.1 McDonald’s

McDonald’s (& % 5, Maidanglado), one of the most famous fast-food American chains,

was founded in 1940 by the McDonald brothers, Dick and Mac, in San Bernardino,
California. From the 1940’s to the 1950’s, the two brothers expanded their business in the
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USA, until Ray Kroc turned their small business into the successful international business
it is today. Kroc joined McDonald’s as a franchise agent in 1954 and played a key role in
transforming the company into a rapidly expanding national chain. He envisioned
establishing over 1,000 McDonald’s restaurants across the United States, a goal he
pursued by emphasising a strong brand identity centred around quality, convenience, and
value. Then, McDonald’s continued to grow and expand into international markets
beginning in 1967 opening in Canada and Puerto Rico. This objective was reached by
implementing a self-service strategy that focus on efficient operations, standardization

and consistent customer experience.

Nowadays, McDonald’s operates in both Mainland China and Hong Kong, with a strong
presence in both regions, in fact China is its second largest market after the USA.
McDonald’s entered the Chinese market in 1990 by opening its first restaurant in the
Shenzhen Special Economic Zone. Just two years later, the company opened the largest
McDonald’s in the world at the time in Beijing. Since then, McDonald's has consistently
enhanced its business strategy in China through distinctive marketing tailored to Chinese
consumers, which encompasses a profound comprehension of Chinese culture, adaptation
to the specific business environment, and the implementation of effective strategies such
as professional marketing services, customized menus, outbound marketing and email

marketing, to successfully attract Chinese consumers.

McDonald’s promotional strategy is carefully tailored to its target audience, with a
particular focus on understanding and responding to customer preferences. Over the years,
the company has invested heavily in advertising and promotional activities to improve
communication with consumers in different markets. These campaigns are customised to
reflect the cultural and regional diversity of each country and often rely on television
adverts and in-store promotions. Additionally, McDonald’s utilises digital platforms such
as its website, mobile app, and social media effectively to engage customers. Interactive
features such as sweepstakes, retweet-based promotions and point-based rewards
encourage consumers to participate and earn coupons or small prizes to buy their products
with a discount. These promotional strategies not only drive sales but also increase brand
visibility through consumer engagement and sharing. In the last few years, McDonald’s
has established itself as one of the most recognisable and successful franchises in the
world, with new branches opening approximately every three hours, maintaining its

position as the world's largest fast-food chain. Its rapid growth reflects the effectiveness
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of McDonald’s strategic planning and operational efficiency, that are key drivers of its

worldwide success (Xu, 2023).

3.1.1 Analysis of the advertisements in Mainland China

One of the main functions of English in advertisement is persuasion, that is largely driven
by the linguistic strategies implemented by copywriters, as outlined in paragraph 2.4.1.
The language used in advertisements significantly influences both product promotion and
consumer behaviour. In fact, Mandarin-English code-mixing is frequently used by
international companies in Chinese advertising to produce a positive psychological
impact on the target audience and to attract their attention. This objective is evident in the
advertising campaigns of the international fast food chain McDonald’s, particularly in its
2024 campaign promoting a new KIZHEIXER (Da jipdi hanbdo, “big chicken cutlet
burger”), as illustrated by the two screenshots’ taken from the television advertisement

presented below:

-

2|4 483D |V

Figure 9 First screenshot of the 2024 McDonald's chicken burger advertising campaign (Source: Bili Bili).

Referring to Muysken’s (2000) classification of code-mixing, it can be observed that in
this first example “iX& T {EF A7)\ bug” (Zhé shi gongzuo zhong de xido bug, which
can be translated as “This is a small bug while working”, my translation), there is an

insertion, because the English world “bug” is inserted in the syntactic structure of

"Online material available at: https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV 1iT421r7Lg/
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https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1iT421r7Lg/

Mandarin Chinese. Moreover, in this instance, the copywriters used the internet slang
word “/]\ bug”, instead of the Chinese word “/NERFE” (Xido guzhang, “little bug”), to
establish a humorous link between the everyday frustrations of work and the idea of fast

food as a quick solution, making the advertisement more relatable and appealing to the

target audience.

Figure 10 Second screenshot of the 2024 McDonald s chicken burger advertising campaign (Source: Bili Bili).
In this second example “iX-2 T {ESEMZAYK burger” (Zhé shi gongzuo wan chi de da
burger, which can be translated as “This is a big burger you can eat after work”, my

translation), there is also a lexical insertion, since the English word “burger” is inserted

into the structure of the Mandarin Chinese phrase. In this context, McDonald’s use of
expressions such as “X burger” (Da burger, “big burger”) conveys a casual and playful

tone that aligns with Chinese youth slang and online communication. In addition, by
preserving English terms such as “burger” and “bug” instead of translating them fully, the
brand maintains its Western identity while tailoring its message to local consumers. This
linguistic blend expresses a sense of cosmopolitanism that particularly appeals to urban

Chinese young people, who are attracted to global trends.

Another instance in which the phenomenon of Mandarin-English code-mixing can be
observed is the “500 KKEE” (500 Dakd taocan, “500 calories set menu”) campaign
that McDonald's China launched in May 2025. By implementing this new campaign,
McDonald’s expanded its “500 calories set menu” campaign, launched for the first time
in 2019, by introducing six new meal options in order to offer a greater variety while

supporting calories-conscious eating. The company has also updated the nutritional
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information on its official website and launched a public solicitation to encourage
consumers engaging with the brand. In fact, as part of this campaign, McDonald’s is
inviting consumers to use a nutrition calculator to create their own 500-calories set meal

combinations (McDonald’s China, 2025), as figure 11 illustrates:

In this advertisement the phrase “3zfk S 32 Pro” (Ping bdn zhichéng Pro), which can be

translated as “Apple plate pro support” (my translation), represents another example of

insertion, as described by Muysken’s
Ll
00 I'~EE (2000) code-mixing classification. In
EREREH

addition, copywriters used English

strategically in this advertisement to
enhance scientific credibility and align
with global health and lifestyle trends.

Phrases such as “No sugar” and words

like “Pro”, “476 Kcal” are associated with
sugar-free diets and fitness culture and
therefore appeal to health-conscious
Chinese consumers. It can be assumed

that advertisers used these words also

because certain English terms lack precise

equivalents in Mandarin Chinese, in

b (13 2 (13
Figure 11 Screenshot of “500 calories set menu” partlcular Pro” could be translated as :5

McDonald’s China campaign (Source: McDonald’s China _ . ..
s 4 P (zhuanye, which means “specialized,

professional”), but this term doesn’t convey the exact advertising intended meaning in
this case, so to ensure clarity the advertisers used the English term. In contrast, Chinese
expressions such as “500 K KEBEEXNREFRMKR” (500 dakd taocan xihuan nin ldi
pinwei, “We are happy if you come and taste our 500 calories set menu”, my translation)

and “PREEEE R, EBRFEE (Bdn shdo shiiguo, méiwéi chong néng, “Delicious and
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energizing grilled vegetables and fruits”, my translation), are used to maintain cultural

relevance and ensure the message remains accessible to the local audience.

A clear instance of diglossia code-mixing in McDonald’s China advertising campaign can
be found in the one promoting children’s birthday parties, as illustrated by the image

below:

Diglossia code-mixing, as was explained in
Chapter 2, refers to the fact that parallel
stretches of Mandarin Chinese and its
English translation appear alternatively
within the same advertisement. In this
example, the Mandarin Chinese phrase “7k
I % BB &> (Yongyudn hdo péngyou) is
directly followed by its English translation
“BFF”, which is the abbreviation for “Best
Friend Forever”. As a matter of fact, the
English abbreviation doesn’t introduce new
content, but its inclusion broadens the
advertisement's accessibility and
international appeal (Xin and Liu, 2014).
Moreover, it can be said that these English

abbreviations nowadays are widely

Figure 12 McDonald's advertisement promoting children accepted by Chinese consumers in everyday
birthday party (Source: WeChat). language, consequently they enhance
communicative efficiency and commercial appeal. Therefore, “BFF” is a loanword
deeply embedded in Chinese internet slang, particularly among young people, the mix
between Mandarin Chinese and English in this advertisement create a hybrid identity that

resonate with young Chinese consumers.

An instance of alternation in McDonald’s China advertisements can be observed in the
brand’s 2024 “Cage-free Chicken” campaign. As we mentioned in the previous chapter,
alternative code-mixing refers to the use of relatively complete utterances from two or
more languages that appear alternately within the same advertisement (Muysken, 2000).

Last year, McDonald's China introduced the “Cage-Free Chicken” logo to raise awareness
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of the high-quality, white-feathered chickens used in its products. Chicken is the most
common used meat by McDonald’s in China, so the company works closely with its
suppliers to consistently deliver high-quality chicken products to its customers. This
initiative supports sustainable farming practices, including regenerative agriculture, and
since its launch, key chicken menu items such as the Spicy Chicken Leg Burger, Braised
Chicken Leg Burger and Spicy Chicken Wings have featured the new label on their
packaging and on digital ordering platforms (McDonald’s China, 2024). The logo of the

campaign is presented in figure 13 below:
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Figure 13 Logo of McDonald's "Cage Free Chicken" campaign (Source: McDonald'’s China website).

2

(o
Cage Free Chicken

In this example, the Mandarin Chinese slogan “FTcZ3F38” (Wi Iéng hdo ji) which can
be translated as “Good cage free chicken” (my translation) is followed by the English
slogan “Cage Free Chicken”, resulting in a case of alternation. In addition, it is worth
noting that in the Chinese slogan copywriters use the word “¥f38” (hdo ji), that means
“good chicken”, to underline the high-quality of the product even more. It can be assumed
that this campaign is designed to appeal to bilingual consumers who perceive English as
a symbol of scientific or ethical credibility, and Mandarin as a symbol of cultural

authenticity. By repeating the term in both languages (“Jc%” and “Cage Free”) the
message is effectively communicated to both monolingual and bilingual audiences.
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3.1.2 Analysis of the advertisements in Hong Kong

As discussed in paragraph 2.5.2, Hong Kong's linguistic situation is shaped by its colonial
history, making it an example of language contact. During the British colonial rule, Hong
Kong experienced a diglossia situation. Cantonese was used for everyday and intra-ethnic
communication, while English was primarily used in administrative domains. Since the
handover to the People's Republic of China in 1997, Hong Kong's language environment
has continued to shift in response to changing political and cultural conditions. Currently,
the main spoken languages are Cantonese, English and Standard Chinese, each playing
different roles depending on the speaker's background and the communicative context. In
terms of written language, both English and Standard Chinese are commonly used. A
notable feature of Hong Kong’s linguistic identity is the widespread use of Cantonese-
English code-mixing. This phenomenon is deeply embedded in daily communication,

influencing both informal and professional interactions.

In addition, code-mixing extends beyond interpersonal communication into advertising
and the media. In Hong Kong advertisements, it is common to see a combination of
Cantonese and English, or even Cantonese, English and Mandarin Chinese, to appeal to
audiences who are familiar with and receptive to this hybrid form of communication.
Compared to Mainland China, English features much more prominently in Hong Kong's
advertising landscape. A comparison of the McDonald's websites in Mainland China and
Hong Kong illustrates this clearly: while English is scarce in the former, it appears
frequently in the latter. This distinction reflects the different linguistic environments and
language policies employed in the two regions through the years. Furthermore, despite
the absence of official recognition for written Cantonese, copywriters frequently include

Cantonese characters into Hong Kong commercials (Basciano, 2015).

An instance of Cantonese-English code-mixing can be seen in a 2024 McCafé
advertisement by McDonald's Hong Kong, which features the famous local actress and
singer Sabrina Cheung promoting a new type of crispy pancakes® as illustrated in the

image below:

80nline material available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0CegMSmCjciw
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FEZEE HsweetlEf

-

Figure 14 First screenshot of the 2024 McDonald's Hong Kong advertisement for the promotion of the crispy pancakes
(Source: YouTube).

In the advertisement, Sabrina Cheung delivers the line “%&5{E A WL EF fE % &R EMH sweet
BE” (muiSgo3 jan4 ge3 ziulzoul jinglgoil doul jiu3 gam?2 sweet ge3, “Everyone’s
morning should be so sweet”, my translation), as part of the product promotion, showing
the use of Cantonese-English code-mixing to create an engaging message for the local
costumers. In this instance, there is a lexical insertion (Muysken, 2000) whereby the
English adjective “sweet” is inserted into the Cantonese phrase. More precisely, the

adjective is preceded by “IH” (gam?2), an adverb meaning “so” in Cantonese, and followed
by “MBE” (ge3), which has two meanings in Cantonese: a possessive particle,
corresponding to the Mandarin Chinese “Hy” (de), and an emphatic particle used at the
end of the phrase to convey a “sound of sighing”; in this specific case, the second meaning

is intended.

Therefore, the English word occupies the same position where the Cantonese adjective
should appear, demonstrating a full grammatical integration. The term “sweet”, does not

have a direct Cantonese equivalent with the same emotional connotation. Although “FH”

(tim4) literally means “sweet” in taste, it lacks the metaphorical warmth of the English
term, which implies that mornings should be pleasant and warm. This reflects the concept

of specificity as outlined by Li (2000), which suggests that English terms are often
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perceived as more precise compared to their Cantonese equivalents. As a result, English

terms are frequently favoured in contexts where a higher degree of clarity is required.

Another example of Cantonese-English code-mixing from the same advertising campaign

is presented in the following image:

% 5B K R —{Elgood good goa

Figure 15 Second screenshot of the 2024 McDonald's Hong Kong advertisement for the promotion of the crispy
pancakes (Source: YouTube).

The phrase “3%X5H KK —1& good good good moming!” (sung3bei2 daaibgaal jatl go3
good good good morning!, which can be translated as “Sending everyone a good good
good morning!”, my translation) also presents a case of insertion (Muysken, 2000), since
the English phrase is embedded within the Cantonese sentence structure. Furthermore,
the triple repetition of the term “good’ mirrors Cantonese reduplication for emphasis (e.g.

“Uf ¥ houlhou2, which means “very good”), enhancing memorability. This

advertisement strategically uses Cantonese-English code-mixing to convey energy,
warmth and relatability. It also reveals broader sociolinguistic trends in Hong Kong,
where bilingualism serves as both a means of communication and a tool for constructing

cultural identity.

As mentioned previously, it is more common for advertisers in Hong Kong to use English
compared to Mainland China, due to the region’s unique linguistic situation. Looking at
the McDonald’s Hong Kong website makes it clear how advertisers often use diglossia
code-mixing, where parallel stretches of Cantonese and its English translation appear

alternatively within the same advertisement (Xin and Liu, 2014). This can be observed in
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the following promotional campaign for the Mc Crispy bacon, launched in 2025 in

collaboration with Baby Monster, a Korean girl group:

Y\ X BABYMONSTER
; ’ * *

- *

=
SRR By = 153 i
LIMITED TIME ONLY;

McCRISPY.BACON

Figure 16 McDonald's Hong Kong advertisement in collaboration with Baby Monster, for promoting McCrispy Bacon
(Source: McDonald's Hong Kong website).

In this instance, it can be observed that advertisers choose to use diglossia code-mixing,

since the Cantonese phrase “(& A BE IR ZERR SR (jinl juk6 ceoi3 baau3 gailteoil baau?)

is followed by its English translation “Mc Crispy Bacon”. Similarly, the Cantonese phrase
“BREFE 15" (haan6sid danglcoengd) is followed by its English translation “limited time

only”. In this example, English retains its function as symbol of modernity and of
connection to the historical past, while Cantonese connect the ad with local culinary

culture, as seen in expressions like “ffE /& (ceoi3 baau3, which means “crispy

explosion”). In addition, collaborating with the K-pop group Baby Monster and using
internet-friendly symbols such as “x” targets younger consumers, who are familiar with

transnational pop culture.

Finally, this study presents an example of McDonald’s Hong Kong advertisement
promoting the “Signature Collection” hamburgers, in which copywriters simultaneously
employ diglossia and insertional code-mixing to enhance the promotional message, as the

following image shows:
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Figure 17 McDonald's Hong Kong advertisement for the promotion of the “Signatura Collection” hamburgers (Source:
McDonalds Hong Kong website).

Reading this advertisement from left to right, it can be noticed that in the first example

there is a combination of insertion and diglossia code-mixing, because in “DOUBLE =
+ZLA&Hr” (DOUBLE zilsi2 onlgaak3 sil), the English word “DOUBLE” is inserted

into the Cantonese syntactic structure, and it is immediately followed by its English
translation “Double Angus Original”. In the other two examples in figure 17, advertisers

used just diglossia code-mixing, since the Cantonese names of the hamburgers “EE%E %
1&HT (modgul onlgaak3 sil) and “Z + 488 (zilsi2 onlgaak3 sil) are followed

respectively by their English translations: “Cheesy Champignon Angus Burger” and
“Angus Original”.

Moreover, English words such as “100% Angus” and “Signature Collection” emphasize
the premium quality of the products and the international appeal, leveraging the prestige
of English in marketing, while the use of Cantonese serves an involvement function,
helping to establish a relatable tone that resonates with local costumers. These linguistic

choices reflect Hong Kong’s hybrid identity and English’s pragmatic role in advertising.
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3.2 MAC Cosmetics

Make-Up Art Cosmetics (MAC), which in Mandarin Chinese is translated as $ 0] (Mei

ke), was founded in Toronto in 1984 by two Canadian co-founders Frank Toskan, a make-
up artist and photographer, and Frank Angelo, a beauty salon owner. The brand was
initially developed to meet the specific needs of professional photo shoots, where
conventional make-up would often fail under intense lighting. Although MAC started out
as a niche product for industry professionals, its effectiveness and unique appeal quickly
attracted a wider customer base, leading to its public launch. In 1995, Estée Lauder
acquired 51% of the company shares, and following the death of one of the founders in
1998, they assumed the full ownership of it. Benefitting from Estée Lauder's global reach
and influence, MAC has grown significantly to become a leading international cosmetics
brand with over 1,500 retail locations across 78 countries. At the core of MAC Cosmetics'
brand identity is inclusivity, as reflected in its motto: “All ages. All races. All sexes”, so
their make-up is developed to be inclusive and accessible for all. This commitment is
evident in the brand's product design, which aims to be universally accessible and suitable
for a diverse range of users. While many of MAC's seasonal collections feature bold and
unconventional designs, often characterised by vibrant colours and creative style these
collections contribute to the brand's youthful image. This aesthetic, coupled with a wide
range of inclusive shades, particularly benefits individuals with darker skin tones, further
reinforcing MAC's reputation regarding diversity (Chesters, 2011). Moreover, MAC has
established a strong presence in the highly competitive cosmetics industry thanks to its
effective brand positioning and strategic marketing strategies. The brand's commitment
to ongoing innovation and dynamic promotional efforts has enabled it to attract and retain

loyal consumers, establishing its position as a global leader in the beauty market.

The rise of social media has significantly transformed modern marketing, providing
brands with new opportunities to interact directly with consumers. Traditional companies
that once relied on traditional advertising methods are now turning to digital platforms to
expand their market presence. MAC is a prime example of a traditional brand that has
adapted well to this digital shift. As a prominent player in the global beauty industry,
MAC has strategically embraced social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook and
Twitter to build a strong online presence and foster direct interaction with its audience. A

key part of MAC Cosmetics' social media strategy is its focus on user-generated content
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(UGC), which creates a sense of authenticity and community among consumers. By
encouraging customers to share their personal experiences and creative looks using MAC
products, the brand boosts engagement and trust in an effective way. In addition to UGC,
MAC relies heavily on collaborations with beauty influencers, leveraging their large

followings and credibility to extend the brand’s reach and enhance visibility (Yan, 2024).

MAC cosmetics first opened in Hong Kong in 1995, while in Mainland Chima it started
to sell in 2005. In recent years, MAC has made significant progress in increasing its
presence in the Chinese market by adapting its approach to local consumer preferences.
In order to increase sales in Mainland China and Hong Kong, MAC cosmetics has adopted
a marketing strategy that involves collaborating with KOL (Key Opinion Leaders). These
individuals possess considerable influence within specific industries and on social media
platforms. Their impact stems from their specialized knowledge, distinctive personal
appeal, and the strong emotional bond they cultivate with their followers, making them a
vital component in modern product marketing and brand promotion (Wang, 2025).
Recognising the importance of innovation and personalisation, MAC has introduced
interactive experience centres, such as the one launched in Shanghai in 2019, which
integrate digital technology with in-store engagement. These centres offer features such
as virtual try-on mirrors and customisable products, enabling consumers, particularly
younger demographics such as Generation Z, to enjoy a more personalised and immersive
shopping experience. The brand has established itself as a leader in professional-quality
makeup, particularly appealing to Gen Z consumers who value creativity, self-expression
and customisable products. By allowing customers to mix their own lipstick shades, for
example, MAC strengthened consumer satisfaction and fostered brand loyalty in a
competitive beauty landscape. However, despite its success in appealing to modern
Chinese consumers, MAC has been criticised for its animal testing policies. Due to
regulatory requirements in mainland China, the brand permits animal testing where
legally mandated, a practice that has raised concerns among ethically conscious
consumers. This complicates MAC’s ethical positioning, particularly for consumers who
prioritise cruelty-free products. While the brand is committed to ethical sourcing and
product quality, its compliance with local testing laws remains an issue for global and

local audiences alike (Wei, 2025).
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3.2.1 Analysis of the advertisements in Mainland China

As discussed in section 2.4, English plays two key roles in Chinese advertising: it is a
persuasive tool, and it shapes social and cultural identities. From a sociolinguistic
perspective, language does more than convey information; it actively constructs social
realities. In this context, using English in advertisements becomes a social practice that
contributes to identity formation. In regions where English is not the dominant language,
its presence in bilingual advertisements carries significant symbolic power, thereby
amplifying their overall persuasive impact. Therefore, language choice in advertising
becomes a strategic tool for promoting products and connecting with audiences on a
cultural level. These advertisements not only mirror societal values but also help creating
a shared sense of identity and community among consumers. By linking products with
certain lifestyles or values through language, advertisers create discursive spaces in which
consumers can see themselves reflected and included. These two primary objectives are
evident in the Mandarin-English code-mixed advertisements created by MAC Cosmetics

for the Mainland China market, as illustrated in the image below:

g P Y cm—
B A Al

BEST-SELLERS
FrhMBUY B ER

Figure 18 Advertisement showcasing MAC cosmetics’ 2025 best-sellers products in Mainland China (Source: MAC
Cosmetics China website).

In this instance “HEH % BUY IXBE” (Nidn zhong bi BUY gongliié, which can be
translated as “Mid-year must-haves”, my translation), the copywriters used insertional
code-mixing (Muysken, 2000), by inserting the English verb “BUY” into the Mandarin
phrase, in this way they emphasize the transactional appeal of the advertisement.
Furthermore, the term “Best-sellers” is retained in English, likely due to its widespread
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recognition in retail contexts, while the Chinese equivalent “8%$H &> (Changxido pin) is

omitted. This suggest that English words are perceived as having connotations of prestige

and modernity.

Moreover, the English elements serve as attention-grabbers, leveraging the perceived

sophistication of English in commercial contexts. The phrase “BJZl3R &> (Jike tansuo>,
“Explore now>", my translation), uses the dynamic verb “I®Z&” (tansuo, “explore”)
combined with the adverb “BZI|” (jike, “immediately, at once™), creating a sense of

urgency and direct engagement. The symbol ‘> is not traditional in Chinese punctuation;
instead, it is borrowed from Western digital websites and apps, and it signals interactivity
and progression. This hybrid style aligns with modern digital aesthetics, particularly in

bilingual campaigns.

Another instance of Mandarin-English code-mixing in MAC cosmetics advertisements
can be seen in the one promoting the “New Studio Fix”, which is a 24-hour buildable and
breathable foundation with a natural, soft-matte finish. The advertisement features the

well-known Chinese actor Ding Yuxi, as illustrated in the image below:

This advertisement features alternation code-
mixing  (Muysken,2000), which involves
switching between two distinct grammatical
structures from different languages within a single
sentence. This type of code-mixing is more
symmetrical, based on the idea that switches occur
at points where the two languages' structures are
compatible. In this case, the name of the product,
“New Studio Fix” is retained in English to evoke
associations with professional makeup, followed
new—" by the phrase “FEIREALT I (Wixid di zhudng

STUDIO
FIX

TIB K bE! make-up family”, my translation). This acts as a

8 24H"$3 = descriptive Chinese slogan, contextualizing the

jiazu, which can be translated as “flawless base

product’s purpose and advantages. So, the English

Figure 19 Screenshot from the 2025 "New
Studio Fix" promotional campaign (Source:
WeChat).

segment is not embedded in the Mandarin one,
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instead each segment maintains the structure of its respective language.

In addition, the phrase “JlZ F93# 24H 3t AR (Youpi de shén 24H chi zhuang wan
bu tuo, which can be translated as “holy grail for oily skin, 24-hours long-lasting makeup
that won’t smudge”, my translation), is a case of insertion (Muysken, 2000), since the
English element “24H” is inserted in the Mandarin phrase. Moreover, the use of English
terms in this ad signal scientific authority and credibility. While Mandarin phrases such

as ‘“SHZ B9 (Youpi de shén, “holy grail for oily skin”) reflect the language used in
Chinese online beauty communities (e.g. /N[, Xido héng shii), enhancing trust. The

combination of English and Mandarin appeals to younger, cosmopolitan consumers who

value both international branding and local preferences.

A further example of Mandarin-English code-mixing can be observed in 2025 MAC
Cosmetics’ advertisement, named “50 F#R 50 & /&> (50 Du luo 50 sé chun, “50 shades

of'nude, 50 shades of lips”, my translation), promoting their nude-toned makeup products,
in which advertisers used euphemism. This is a strategy usually employed in advertising
to express culturally sensitive or awkward topics in Chinese culture, and where English
terms are used to mitigate the discomfort that can arise from directness (L1, 2000), as the

two following images illustrate:

#BERE

It’s Personal

Figure 20 First screenshot of MAC “50 [Z#% Figure 21 Second screenshot of Mac “50 /E#E 50
50 £ " promotional campaign (Source: & [F" promotional campaign (Source: WeChat).
WeChat).
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In Figure 20, it can be observed that copywriters used only the English phrase “Who
doesn’t have a story about NUDES?” to distance the term “nude” from its literal meaning
and frame it as a beauty trend rather than a culturally loaded concept. In fact, the English
term “nudes” allows the brand to evoke “nude” shades of lipstick without using explicit
Mandarin terminology, thereby mitigating audience discomfort. Figure 21 shows an

instance of alternation code-mixing (Muysken, 2000), where the phrase “#f, BZERIA”

(Luo, zizai bidoda, “Nude, free of expression”, my translation), is followed by the English

phrase “It’s personal”. The Mandarin phrase softens the term “#&” (lud, “be bare, nude”)

by pairing it with “self-expression”, aligning it with art rather than sexuality. The English
phrase below it further specifies this concept, avoiding collective cultural discomfort.
Moreover, in the phrase “¥Z| RN R (Zhdodao ni de bénming luo sé, “Find

your destined nude shade”, my translation), copywriters used the term “Z< @iy (bénming),

which nowadays is used within the anime fandoms to mean “the first anime character you
liked and you will always like”, to present nude shades in a funny and personal way, rather
than as a taboo. “Nude” shades make up products are marketed worldwide, and this
promotional campaign adapts this terminology to suit to the local culture and customs.
Finally, the 2024 MAC campaign, which promotes special edition make-up products for
Valentine’s Day and features the famous Chinese singer Jackson Wang, can be considered

as an instance of diglossia code-mixing (Xin and Liu, 2014), as illustrated in Figure 22:

In this example, it can be noted that the English phrase “Love who you love” is followed
by its Chinese translation “Z& i i (di shéishéi),
showing a case of diglossia Mandarin-English code-
mixing. Moreover, the English phrase promotes
unconditional love and self-determination and express
LGBTQ+ inclusivity. Meanwhile, the Chinese phrase
anchors the ad’s message in a local linguistic playfulness,
by subverting the traditional Chinese romantic slogans,
that typically emphasize commitment and long-lasting

relationships.

Figure 22  Screenshot of MAC
advertising promoting Valentine'’s Day
make-up products (Source: WeChat).
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3.2.2 Analysis of the advertisements in Hong Kong

As outlined earlier in Section 2.5.2 and demonstrated by the analysis of McDonald’s
advertising in Section 3.1.2, Cantonese-English code-mixing has become a defining
feature of everyday communication in Hong Kong. This is evident in both informal
interactions and professional settings and is a consequence of the territory's colonial past
and the various policies adopted by the government over the years. This linguistic blend
is also prevalent in the media, particularly in advertising. Hong Kong’s advertisements
often utilise a strategic mix of Cantonese and English to appeal to an audience accustomed
to bilingual messaging. The most common code-mixing patterns in Hong Kong
advertisements are typically: Standard Written Chinese combined with English and a
more intricate combination involving Standard Written Chinese, Cantonese, and English.
These mixed linguistic elements, whether single words or full clauses, fulfil both
informational and emotional functions, emphasising the communicative versatility of
code-mixing in Hong Kong's unique linguistic environment. An instance of Cantonese-
English code-mixing in MAC Cosmetics Hong Kong advertisements is the one promoting
the “Glow Play Lightful C3”, which is a tone-up primer that evens the skin tone instantly,

creating a smooth base for makeup application, as the following image illustrates:

In this example, it can be observed that the copywriters used
insertional code-mixing (Muysken, 2000) twice, as the
English words are inserted into the Cantonese syntactic
structure in both cases. The first instance is the phrase “4 H
GLOW #R 1% )t & & & &” (cyundjat6 GLOW kapl
tausgwongl goulhaau6 saulwu6, which can be translated
as “All day radiant GLOW with high-efficiency repair”, my
translation), in which the intentional use of “GLOW” instead
of a Cantonese equivalent, expresses a trendy and

cosmopolitan appeal.

. The second instance is the phrase: “£#7—1X Glow Play
Figure 23 MAC cosmetics’ 2025

dverti ing the “Gl . L = ; s 5
Play, Lighttul ¢1- (sounce: aac Lightful C3#BE BT A 2 AW A T MALE TR M98

Cosmetics Hong Kong website).
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HEiE KREERMLA (cyundsanl jatldoi6 Glow Play Lightful C3#diubsikl

siu2dangl soengl puidhap6 2 daaibzyunl wai6 ngaa3zaul geilful ji4 cit3 dikl
dukodako6sikl diu6, taam3sok3 moud4haan6 zongljung4! which can be translated as “The
new generation Glow Play Lightful C3, #tone-up cream, with 2 exclusive shades
specifically designed for Asian skin, explore endless make-up looks!”, my translation).
This slogan exemplifies the strategic use of code-mixing in Hong Kong advertising,
because it creates a cosmopolitan image, aligning the product with global beauty trends
while retaining local relevance. The use of English conveys an idea of prestige and high-

quality, while the Cantonese explanations ensure accessibility, and clarity.

Another instance of insertion code-mixing (Muysken, 2000) is the 2024 MAC Cosmetics
Hong Kong advertising campaign for the launch of the new “MAC Studio Fix”, which is
a 24-hour buildable, breathable foundation with a natural, soft-matte finish suitable for

all skin tones’, as illustrated in Figure 24:

Figure 24 Screenshot of MAC Cosmetics' advertisement for the promotion of the new "MAC Studio Fix" (Source:
YouTube).

In this image we can observe how the phrase “£ ¥ F4R 2 fE NO.1 #Z =M K>

(cyundsanl singlkapl wong4paai2 NO. I#mou6 geng3 fan2dai2, which can be translated
as “ Brand-new, upgraded, superior, number one reflective foundation”, my translation)
is an example of insertional code-mixing, because the term “NO.1” (number one),

symbolizing superiority and prestige, is inserted in the Cantonese syntactic structure. The

9 Online material available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v={SyXtOAAmMAS
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uEEl:Ati:u

Cantonese-coined term (moubgeng3, which literally means “mist mirror”), could

be considered a metaphor to express the “reflective” finish of the product. In addition, the
symbol “#”, widely used on social media to imply popularity, was used by advertisers to

attract young customers.

A further example of Cantonese-English code-mixing can be seen in 2025 MAC
Cosmetics’ Hong Kong advertisement promoting their nude-toned makeup products'?, in
which advertisers employed alternation code-mixing (Muysken, 2000), that entails a
switch between two distinct grammatical structures from different languages within a

sentence, as shown in the following image:

HE %%@?\Hﬂ

Figure 25 Screenshot of MAC Cosmetics’ promotional campaign for their nude-toned make-up products (Source:
YouTube).

In this case “It’s personal, & G3TH B & R AL (It's personal, loengbsanl deng6zai3
lo2sikl hai6zongl ngai6, which can be translated as “It’s personal, customized nude

colour makeup artistry”, my translation), the English sentence alternates with the

Cantonese one, exemplifying alternation code-mixing. Furthermore, the word “#& &~

(lo2sikl, meaning “nude colour”) was retained in Cantonese, rather than using the original
English word, reflecting a localization strategy. This indicates that the term is already
integrated into Cantonese as a borrowing from the English “nude” in Hong Kong beauty
advertisements and is no longer perceived as foreign by customers. In addition, the term

“BB53T8” (loengbsanl deng6zai3, meaning “customized, tailor-made”), conveys a

19 Online material available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T7moaNH4ZGA
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sense of luxury and exclusivity, making the product particularly appealing to customers

who value personalized items.

Finally, an instance of diglossia code-mixing (Xin and Liu, 2014), in which parallel
stretches of Cantonese and its English translation appear in succession within the same
advertisement, can be seen in the 2024 MAC Cosmetics Hong Kong advertisement for

their new “MACximal silky matte lipstick!'!”, as figure 26 illustrates:

1111/

4 .// SILKY MATTE LIPSTICK

= AREAEE

Figure 26 Screenshot of MAC Cosmetics’ advertising for the promotion of their new silky matte lipstick (Source:
YouTube).

In this example, the English phrase “silky matte lipstick” is followed by its Cantonese
translation “#4 MG YEIF T (sil jaud aa2 gwongl seondgoul), demonstrating a case of

diglossia code-mixing. In this kind of advertisements, English is typically employed to
convey an idea of credibility and modernity, while Cantonese helps to establish a relatable
tone that resonates with local customers (Wu and Chan, 2007). Nowadays, Cantonese-
English code-mixing has become a normalized linguistic practice in Hong Kong
advertisements, functioning as a tool that enhances communicative clarity. At the same
time, it serves as a subtle mechanism for preserving Hong Kong’s unique linguistic

identity within an increasingly complex and shifting political context.

" Online material available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EI2L4M _cJf0
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Conclusions

This thesis presents a research project that aimed at exploring Mandarin-English and
Cantonese-English code-mixing in contemporary Chinese advertising. Advertising
discourse constitutes a compelling site of language contact, where innovative linguistic
strategies are employed to engage consumers and increase product sales: among these, as
we have seen in both Mainland China and Hong Kong, is the use of English. The use of
English in advertising is not just related to persuasion, but also to identity construction.
Drawing on Anderson's (1983) concept of the “imagined community”, advertisements
create a collective identity in which individuals, despite being strangers, feel a sense of
shared belonging to a collective identity. Language plays a pivotal role in this process,
shaping how audiences relate both to the product and to the wider community. By doing
so0, advertisements connect cultural meanings to consumer identities, forming emotional

and ideological bonds through language and symbolism.

As previously explained in Section 2.3, Mainland China’s linguistic landscape reflects a
balance between unity and diversity. While the majority Han population shares Mandarin
as a standard language, the country officially recognises numerous minority languages.
Since 1949, the government language policies have focused on promoting Mandarin
Chinese to strengthen national communication and cohesion, whilst still allowing
regional and ethnic linguistic identities to persist. Hong Kong, however, presents a unique
linguistic situation due to its colonial history. Under British rule, English and Cantonese
have coexisted in a diglossic environment, with Cantonese being used for daily life
communication and English serving administrative functions. Since its handover in 1997
to the People’s Republic of China, Hong Kong linguistic landscape has continued to
evolve. English retained its official status alongside Chinese (standard written Chinese
and spoken Cantonese) in Hong Kong, remaining particularly prevalent in areas such as
government, business, law and education. Meanwhile, the use of traditional Chinese
characters and Cantonese in everyday communication and informal media has helped to
shape a distinctive Hong Kong identity. These distinct linguistic contexts significantly
shape the strategies and language choices employed by advertisers in Mainland China

and Hong Kong.
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The comparative analysis of advertising practices in Mainland China and Hong Kong
conducted in this thesis reveals significant differences rooted in their distinct historical,
political and sociolinguistic contexts. In Mainland China, English is often used
strategically in advertising to convey modernity, innovation, international prestige and
clarity. Mandarin-English code-mixing tends to adhere to established structures,
reflecting state-regulated language policies and a national drive towards cultural
standardisation. In contrast, in Hong Kong, Cantonese-English code-mixing occurs in a
more fluid and spontaneous manner. Advertising in this region demonstrates a linguistic
approach characterised by creative and often playful blending of Cantonese and English.
Moreover, code-mixing in Hong Kong is less constrained by state regulation and more
reflective of local linguistic practices and consumer preferences. In advertisements,
English is often used for informational purposes, particularly to convey product details or
features, while Cantonese often serves an involvement function, helping to establish a
relatable tone that resonates with local costumers (Wu and Chan, 2007). In addition,
English in Hong Kong advertisements is used to convey euphemism, conciseness,

bilingual punning and specificity (Li, 2000).

Building on the theoretical frameworks outlined in Chapter 2, particularly Berruto's (2009)
definition of code-mixing, the Matrix Language Frame of Myers-Scotton (1997) and the
code-mixing classification of Muysken (2000), in Chapter 3, we analysed a sample of
advertisements from McDonald's and MAC Cosmetics, focusing on instances of
Mandarin-English and Cantonese-English code-mixing. The main findings of this

analysis are presented below.

Firstly, a comparison of the official websites of McDonald’s and MAC Cosmetics reveals
that English is used more frequently in the Hong Kong versions. Moreover, according to
Muysken's (2000) classification of code-mixing, the examples of the two brands in
Mainland China and Hong Kong presented in Chapter 3 demonstrate that insertional
code-mixing (Muysken, 2000) is the most common type, which refers to the insertion of
English words or phrases into the syntactic structure of Mandarin or Cantonese. The
second most common type is diglossia code-mixing (Muysken, 2000), where English
phrases are directly followed by their Mandarin or Cantonese translations. The least
common type is alternation code-mixing (Muysken, 2000), which involves the use of
relatively complete utterances from two or more languages, in this case English and

Mandarin or Cantonese, that appear alternately within the same advertisement.
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Secondly, in Mainland China, McDonald's campaigns predominantly use Mandarin as the
matrix language (Myers-Scotton, 1997), incorporating English lexical items in a
controlled and purposeful manner. English terms are carefully inserted to signal
modernity, global connectivity or technological innovation, but their usage is generally
restrained to align with state-enforced linguistic norms and the broader objective of
linguistic unification. Similarly, MAC Cosmetics in Mainland China primarily uses
English in product names, promotional slogans and references to beauty trends to elevate
brand prestige while maintaining linguistic coherence and compliance with national
language policies. In contrast, advertising strategies in Hong Kong demonstrate a much
higher frequency and flexibility of Cantonese-English code-mixing. McDonald’s
advertisements in Hong Kong display a more natural and casual integration of English
expressions, often embedded within Cantonese, reflecting the region’s bilingual urban
culture. In this case, code-mixing reflects genuine language use in daily life as well as a
stylistic device. Similarly, MAC cosmetics’ promotional campaigns in Hong Kong exhibit
extensive and playful code-mixing, leveraging English not only for prestige, but also to
convey a cosmopolitan identity, self-expression and trendiness, that are key traits valued

by local young people and fashion-conscious consumers.

Overall, despite being limited to qualitative research, this thesis represents a valuable
contribution to existing research on this topic by offering a detailed analysis of code-
mixing in Chinese advertising, focusing on Chinese-English and Cantonese-English
code-mixing. Further research regarding this topic would be interesting, including
quantitative analysis, and we hope that our research can serve as a useful foundation for

future investigations in this academic field.
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