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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates the role of Chinese dialects in historical, sociocultural, and
commercial contexts, with the aim of understanding how linguistic variation shapes both
identity and market strategies in contemporary China. The first chapter provides an
overview of the definition and development of Chinese dialects, tracing their evolution
through major migratory movements and examining how geographical and sociopoliti-
cal factors have contributed to dialectal diversity. It also discusses the classification of
several dialect groups and the rise of Putonghua, with an analysis of the consequences
of linguistic unification for the use and perception of local varieties. The second chapter
explores the cultural dimension of dialects, focusing on their role in constructing identity
and a sense of belonging. Particular attention is paid to the sociocultural effects of lan-
guage policies and dialect suppression, as well as to the ways in which younger genera-
tions incorporate dialects into digital communication. The third chapter examines the in-
tersection of language and commerce, analyzing the role of lexical choice and dialect
use in shaping brand equity and consumer perception. It considers how the integration of
local linguistic and cultural features into marketing strategies can enhance brand authen-
ticity and identity, especially in multilingual markets. The symbolic power of dialects in
branding, their effect in advertising products with strong emotional appeal, and their po-
tential to create stronger consumer connections are also addressed. The final chapter

presents case studies, both in China and internationally, that illustrate the strategic use of



dialects in corporate communication. These examples highlight how linguistic choices
can strengthen cultural proximity, authenticity, and market positioning in diverse socio-
linguistic settings. In sum, the study argues that Chinese dialects, far from being mere
regional variants, play a crucial role in the formation of cultural identity, in social dy-
namics, and in economic practices. Their persistence and creative reinvention in com-
mercial contexts make them powerful tools for negotiating belonging, authenticity, and

influence in an increasingly globalized and linguistically diverse world.
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PREFACE

This thesis explores the unique role of Chinese dialects (/7 5 fangydn) in both society

and the marketplace, tracing their historical, cultural, and linguistic significance. It in-
vestigates how these regional speech varieties, far from being mere communication tools,
carry deep social and emotional meaning, shaping identity, belonging, and cultural
memory. The central question guiding this study is: In what ways do Chinese dialects
contribute to brand perception and consumer engagement, and how do they operate as
both cultural and symbolic assets in marketing strategies?

By combining linguistic, cultural, and marketing perspectives, this thesis seeks to show
that dialects are powerful instruments for connecting brands to consumers in a manner
that is emotionally resonant, culturally meaningful, and commercially effective. The
study then turns to the modern context of branding, examining how dialects are strategi-
cally employed in marketing to create authenticity, trust, and emotional resonance with
consumers. Through a series of case studies, it shows how familiar accents, and local
expressions can foster a sense of groundedness—connecting people to place, family, and
tradition—while also enhancing brand equity. Ultimately, the thesis argues that dialects
are powerful cultural and symbolic resources, capable of bridging language, identity,
and consumer loyalty in China’s linguistically diverse market.

This study opens with an exploration of Chinese dialects (77 5 fangyan), tracing their

historical development, cultural functions, and relationship with Putonghua. Rather than

a single, uniform language, “Chinese” is better understood as a constellation of speech
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varieties, shaped by centuries of geography, migration, and political change. Many of
these varieties are so different that they are not mutually intelligible—closer, in fact, to
“sister languages” than to dialects of a single language (Arcodia & Basciano, 2021). To
capture this complexity, scholars such as DeFrancis (1984) and Mair (1991) have pro-
posed alternative terms like regionalect or topolect. Classifications of these have led to
the identification of seven major groups: Mandarin, Wu, Xiang, Gan, Hakka, Min, and
Yue (Ding, 1998; Li, 2003; Zhan, 2004). With the rise of Putonghua in the 1950s, the
Chinese linguistic landscape was promoted as a unifying tool for a rapidly moderniza-
tion of the nation, but this also sparked tension, as many communities feared the erosion
of their local identity (Chen, 1990; Blachford, 2004). The 2000 Law on the National
Commonly Used Language and Script marked an important turning point by formally
acknowledging dialects as part of China’s cultural heritage (Rohsenow, 2004). From this
perspective, speaking a dialect is not merely about communication, but about affirming
belonging, memory, and continuity (Chen, 1999; Xu, 2019).

The second section examines the link between language and identity. As Fishman (1999)
reminds us, language is inseparable from ethnicity: it is both a practical tool and a pow-
erful symbol of who we are. Marshall (1989) similarly emphasizes its role in creating
solidarity, especially in societies marked by cultural diversity. More recent studies high-
light how crucial family attitudes and intergenerational transmission are for keeping dia-
lects alive (Kovacs Rac & Halupka-ReSetar, 2018; Lakshmikantha, 2019). In China,

however, the national push for Putonghua has often worked in the opposite direction.
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Since the 1950s, schools and institutions have prioritized the standard language, margin-
alizing regional varieties (Magnusson, 2011; Dong, 2010). This shift has altered family
practices, with younger generations often growing up with only limited exposure to their
local speech (Hu, 2020; Jiao, 2023). Yet the story is not simply one of loss. In recent
years, dialects have re-emerged in unexpected spaces, particularly in the digital world.
Online platforms have become arenas where younger speakers creatively re-appropriate
regional speech, turning it into a tool of humor, style, and cultural pride (Liu, 2011;
Zhang & Ren, 2024). What once seemed destined to decline is now finding new life, not
only as a medium of communication, but also as a marker of identity and belonging in
contemporary China.

Given that, the third section discusses how the deployment of dialects in branding can be
profitable, arguing that language plays a central role in shaping brand equity—not only
by creating awareness but also by influencing how consumers perceive and value a
brand (Keller, 1993; Lerman et al., 2017). Clear, familiar, and culturally resonant lan-
guage enhances trust and credibility (Elsbach, 2000; Scherer & Giles, 1979), while
speech markers such as accent and tone signal identity and belonging (Brown & Fraser,
1979). Studies show that dialects and accents can significantly affect consumer percep-
tions of credibility and product appeal (Kelly-Holmes, 2005; Zou et al., 2024). Beyond
communication, linguistic choices carry symbolic power, reflecting identity, values, and
social hierarchies (Calvet, 2016; Bourdieu, 2012). Integrating local dialects and cultural

features into marketing enhances authenticity, memorability, and consumer connection
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(Song et al., 2018; Carnevale et al., 2017). In multilingual markets, dialect use often
serves symbolic functions, signaling cultural pride and resistance to external influence
(Basciano, 2016; Kelly-Holmes, 2005). Research highlights how dialect advertising in
China boosts purchase intention and trust (Liu & Liu, 2007; Liu et al., 2013), evoking
groundedness while strengthening belonging and authenticity (Eichinger et al., 2022).
Their effectiveness is especially evident for low-involvement, necessity goods tied to
family and tradition (Bearden & Etzel, 1982; Childers & Rao, 1992). Overall, dialects
act as powerful tools in branding, blending emotional resonance with cultural identity to
shape consumer loyalty and brand equity.

The last section presents a series of Chinese brand packaging case studies, examining
how dialects such as Cantonese, Shanghainese, and Wuhan dialect are strategically used
in marketing. These examples reveal how dialects are effectively used as tools not only
for communication tools but also as symbolic resources for emotional engagement. Un-
derlining how hearing a familiar accent or local expression creates a sense of belonging
that standard language alone cannot achieve, giving the brand a peculiar competitive ad-
vantage.

Methodology of research

To identify and select the case studies, I conducted extensive research across a wide

range of Chinese websites, online media platforms, and social networks. The research

process was guided by the use of targeted keywords such as 7 &/ 45 fangydn
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gudnggdo, “dialect advertising”, 77 HF €07 i difang tésé chdanpin, “regional specialty
products”, A 1= i [ béntii pinpdi, “local brands”, and JH %% & PF18 xidoféi zhé pinglin,
“consumer comments”, which allowed me to trace examples where the use of dialects

emerged as a significant element of marketing communication.

The aim of this process was not only to collect a variety of cases, but also to identify
those that shared similar characteristics and elicited consistent consumer reactions. Par-
ticular attention was given to discussions and commentaries in which consumers them-
selves highlighted the perceived value, authenticity, or emotional resonance of dialect-
based communication. This ensured that the selected cases were not isolated phenomena,
but rather instances reflective of broader consumer perceptions.

Moreover, the selection of cases was designed to maintain coherence with the theoretical
findings presented in the previous chapters, where I argued that the use of dialects is par-
ticularly relevant in product categories characterized by high emotional involvement,
where language can serve as a powerful vehicle of cultural intimacy and affective con-
nection. The chosen examples therefore align with this theoretical framework, demon-
strating how dialects enhance the symbolic and emotional value of products.

Finally, the inclusion of case studies involving international brands was intended to 1l-
lustrate that the strategic use of dialects is not confined to the Chinese context. On the
contrary, when applied with cultural sensitivity and accuracy, this practice can serve as a

valuable tool for brand localization and product positioning on a global scale. This com-
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parative dimension underscores the potential for dialect-based strategies to cross cultural

boundaries and enrich marketing practices beyond the Chinese market.
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CHAPTER 1

Chinese Dialects in Historical and Sociopolitical Perspective

1.1 Chinese dialects: definition and development

China, with its population of over 1.4 billion, is one of the most populated countries in
the world. Its vast geographical extension has led to significant cultural and linguistic
diversity. When we refer to the “Chinese language” in Western countries, we typically
think of Standard Chinese, the official language, the variety used in education and for-
mal contexts. However, the Chinese linguistic sphere has never been a monolithic entity
but rather, it is an intricate tapestry of dialectal variation, commonly referred to as 7 5
fangyan.

As stated by Tang (2017: 547-558), the term /5 & fangydn is composed of 75 fang,
meaning "region" or "place," and 5 yan, meaning "speech" or "language” and its literal
meaning is “regional speech”, which has contributed to some confusion in translation, in
English, in fact, the word “dialect” often implies mutual intelligibility among different
speech patterns, but many varieties classified as fangyadn in China are not mutually intel-
ligible.

It has long been standard practice to translate fangydn into English as dialect, often
without critical reflection. However, this translation is problematic, as fangydn does not

align with the conventional Western linguistic definition of "dialect", according to
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Arcodia, Basciano (2021) the term in English refer e.g. to American English or Australi-
an English as ‘dialects’ of English; in China, just as in Italy or in the Arab world, ‘dia-
lects’ are actually just sister languages of the national standard.

This means that many Chinese "dialects” is contentious. In Chinese tradition, fangydn
refers to all Sinitic varieties other than the national standard, while in Western linguistics
they are often treated as distinct languages (Chappell, 2015a). This highlights that the
classification of “Chinese,” “Mandarin,” and “dialect” involves not only linguistic but

also social and political considerations. (Arcodia, Basciano, 2021)

This misconception has led some Western linguists and dialectologists to argue that cer-
tain Chinese “dialects” have been misclassified as languages. While, from a strictly lin-
guistic perspective, the distinction between “language” and “dialect” may not be very
clear (Arcodia, Basciano, 2021), they are called “dialects” in China for political and so-
cial reasons, not because of any linguistic characteristics.

Most Chinese linguists describe Sinitic varieties as non-standard with the #5577 5 term

Hanyii fangyan “dialects of Chinese”( Kurpaska 2010: 2 in Arcodia & Basciano, 2021 ).
The reason is not that they are mutually intelligible with modern standard Chinese but
because they do not have any official status and standardization. Just a few—Cantonese
in Hong Kong and Macao, or Taiwanese and Hakka in Taiwan—have partial recognition.
Thus, to put the word “dialect” is for external, non-linguistic reasons. This has meant

political and ideological content; it carries weight in speaker perceptions about ethnic
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and cultural identities. Another reason is history: Unlike Europe, China did not develop
very strong vernacular literary traditions that could make local varieties appear as inde-
pendent written languages (Norman, 1988: 2—-3; Yuan et al., 2001: 16). Major results are
most Sinitic varieties were out of the “official” language categorization until near times.

Modern standard Chinese is not, in fact, a strictly homogeneous variety. Locally fla-
vored versions precipitated by regional accents have come into being. These are com-

monly referred to as 77 H % difang Putonghua "local Putonghua". They work
y

much like regional English variants-for example Texan English within American Eng-
lish-but are seldom so described in Chinese linguistics (Saillard, 2004; Arcodia, Basci-

ano, 2021)

DeFrancis (1984) differentiate further by prefixing Fangyan with Hi[X digii region and
b 55 dididn locality, thus two levels of classification can be drafted:
WX 775 digi fangydn "regional speech" refers to a broad dialect groups, such as

the Mandrini group,

#h £ 5, dididn fangyan "local speech", refers to more localized variations of a
regional speech form, such as the distinct ways Putonghua is spoken in Beijing, Nanjing,
or Xi’an.

This distinction is often lost in English translations, where all these varieties are general-

ly referred to as dialects. As a result, both Chinese and Western scholars often group
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togheter speech variaties with an high number of linguistic relationships under the single
term “dialect” , which can lead to a significant misinterpretation of the true extent of the
Chinese language .

To address this issue DeFrancis (1984) suggested an alternative term, regionalect, which
refers to mutually unintelligible subvarieties within Chinese speech.

Mair(1991: 7) suggested the implementation of another inclusive term to give a better
comprehension to English-speaking people on how diverse Chinese language can be:
“As an alternative, I would suggest "topolect", which, aside from being fully Greek in its
derivation -- has the added advantage of being neutral with regard to the size of the place

that 1s designated whereas "region" refers only to a rather large area.”

Despite the complexities of classification, Chinese varieties continue to be labeled as di-
alects largely due to the shared writing system and a common set of cognate morphemes
across different speech groups. However, significant linguistic differences exist at the
phonological, syntactic, and lexical levels. For example, the Yue dialect group—which
includes Cantonese, the prestige variety spoken in Guangdong, Hong Kong, and among
Chinese diaspora communities in North America—is not mutually intelligible with
Mandarin, the dominant dialect of northern and southwestern China.

As I explain in section 1.2, the classification of Chinese dialects remains a subject of de-

bate among Chinese linguists while scholars have developed detailed classification
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schemes, the rich diversity of Chinese dialects makes such categorization inherently
complex. Two key challenges include:
1. Determining the hierarchical structure of dialectal families, as there is no single,
universally accepted framework.
2. Establishing criteria for grouping dialects, which often leads to multiple classifica-
tion models.
Inspired by Western sinologists, who proposed hierarchical models of language classifi-
cation (e.g., family — group — branch — language — dialect — subdialect; Mair,
1991), Chinese scholars have developed a multi-layered family tree model for Chinese
dialects. According to Li (1987), the most recent classification framework includes the
following levels:
. Supergroups (KX, daqi)
. Groups (X, qi)
. Subgroups (}, pian)
. Clusters (/M Fr, xidopian)
. Local dialects (4., diin)

These classifications attempt to reflect both historical development and linguistic rela-
tionships between different varieties of Chinese, but ongoing research continues to re-

fine and debate these categories. The diversity of Chinese dialects highlights the intri-

21



cate relationship between language, geography, history, and cultural identity, making
their classification an evolving field of study (Tang, 2017).

Dong (2020: 169-170) associated the formation of dialects with three main factors: “The
main factor in the formation of Chinese dialects is the migration of the Sinitic people
from the north to the south.” The development of Chinese dialects is a complex story
shaped by migration, cultural assimilation, and political changes over thousands of years,

especially regarding the migration of the Sinitic people from the north to the south.

1.1.1 Chronological order of migration events

Human migration in China historically manifested through two primary patterns: volun-
tary movements and state-organized relocation programs. Voluntary migrations often
stemmed from environmental and socio-political pressures, such as warfare, famine, and
population growth, while systematic migration initiatives were strategically orchestrated
by the government to achieve political, military, or economic objectives. Notably, the
predominant migratory direction has been from north to south, with fewer instances of
westward-to-eastward movements, a pattern that has significantly shaped the contempo-
rary distribution of Chinese dialects (Pei, Zhang, Lee, 2016).

In an article of Zhenhe (1991) it is underlined that Chinese northern dialects are a prod-
uct of millennia of linguistic evolution among populations originating in the Central
Plains, whose linguistic practices were continuously influenced by surrounding ethnic

minorities. Meanwhile, southern dialects trace their origins to multiple waves of south-
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ward migration by communities from the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow River.
These movements contributed to the development of the rich dialectal diversity observed
in present-day China (Zhenhe, 1991)

According to Coblin (2002), understanding the impact of migration on dialectal devel-
opment requires dividing this broad phenomenon—coinciding with the era of mass mi-
gration from north to south—into distinct historical periods; he has stated that dialectal
distinctions were shaped by both population movements and geographic boundaries. The
central dialects, located in the <" Guanzhong Basin of Shaanxi, served as a linguistic
core, while to the east, dialects emerged in areas corresponding to present-day Shandong
and northern Jiangsu, and southeastern dialects developed along the southern banks of
the Yangtze River. As a matter of fact, this geographical stratification reflects the inter-
play between natural barriers and linguistic evolution.

One of the earliest major migrations occurred during what historians refer to as the 7K 5%
2 #L Yongjia zhi luan Yongjia Disaster.

Following the fall of the Western Jin capital, Luoyang, in 316 CE, large populations
moved southward, particularly to the southern regions of the Yangtze River. (Coblin,
2002)

As early as the Zhou Dynasty (1046256 BCE), there was a standardized form of lan-

guage, but things started to change as the Han Dynasty expanded. Middle Chinese
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spread into new territories, and, as different groups came into contact, dialects began to
take shape.(Coblin, 2002).

With the fall of Western Jin in 316CE, nomadic tribes invaded the north, forcing many
Chinese refugees to flee south. These northern migrants brought their language with
them, blending it with local speech in areas where non-Chinese languages were already
spoken, setting the stage for the early formation of distinct dialects. (Coblin, 2002)
During the Southern and Northern Dynasties (317-589 CE), China remained politically
divided, which allowed regional speech patterns to develop further. Later, the Sui and
Tang Dynasties reunited the country, leading to a more standardized administrative lan-
guage. But this unity didn’t last long. When the Tang Dynasty collapsed, China splin-
tered once again (907-960 CE), reinforcing regional linguistic differences. (Coblin,
2002)

When the Northern Song Dynasty occurred (960-1127 CE), there was a temporarily
brought back some uniformity, but another invasion in 1126 CE—this time by the
Jurchens—triggered yet another migration southward. This movement not only spread
northern linguistic traits to the south but also helped preserve older sounds that later in-
fluenced southern dialects. (Coblin, 2002)

With the emerge of the Ming Dynasty (14th—17th centuries) there was a large govern-
ment-forced migration, for example, people from Jiangxi moved to northern Jiangsu and
Anhui, shaping what became the Jiang-Huai dialects. At the same time, Nanjing became

a major linguistic and cultural hub, developing a form of speech that would later influ-
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ence Modern Standard Chinese. But by the Qing Dynasty, Beijing’s pronunciation took
over as the dominant influence. (Coblin, 2002)

Even in more recent history, events like the Taiping Rebellion (1850—-1864) caused mas-
sive population shifts, once again altering the linguistic landscape. Over the centuries,
these repeated waves of migration, political upheaval, and cultural blending created the
rich variety of Chinese dialectal groups we see today. Each dialect carries traces of Chi-
na’s long and dynamic history, preserving elements of the past while continuously

evolving. (Coblin, 2002)

1.1.2 Geographical and sociopolitical influences on Chinese dialectal variation

It is also noted by Dong (2020) that geography is a major factor in the spread of other
dialects. She notes, In northern China, since the land is relatively more accessible, dif-
ferences in small settlements or villages create variations but at the same time promote a
fairly high degree of mutual intelligibility among Mandarin dialects. On the other hand,
she notes that the hilly areas in southern China have developed their own highly differ-
ent and often mutually unintelligible dialect groups because hills kept one population
apart from another, introducing an additional interesting point not all southern areas
were equally isolated. The Gan River of Jiangxi happens to be a pathway region con-
necting the south with the north; hence, more influence from Mandarin exists over those

riverine dialects. On the contrary, Fujian's Min dialects are surrounded by rugged moun-
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tains without any great river path linking it to the north; thus, isolationism preserves
more ancient linguistic features.

Socio-political factors, apart from geography, have also had a bearing on the evolution
of dialects.

Linguistic change is more rapid in societies where social and political transformations
are sustained. Such changes took place in the north and then gradually permeated to the
south of China, therefore, Mandarin dialects that are spoken mainly in the northern part
of China seem more innovative while most southern dialects preserve older linguistic

features thus making them more conservative or archaic by comparison. (Liang, 2014)

1.2 The classification of Chinese dialects

Considering the broad historical patterns that have shaped the development of Chinese
dialects, the classification of these dialects has become a major and extensively re-
searched field of study.

Linguistic studies of Chinese dialects have flourished for over a century in China, with
a focus on extensive fieldwork, historical phonology, and the classification of dialect ar-
eas. Modern Chinese dialectologists have primarily carried out their work following the
paradigm introduced by Karlgren (1915), who applied European-style historical linguis-
tics principles to Chinese dialects, concentrating on historical phonology, specifically on

Middle Chinese phonology which can be reconducted to the VJ#E Qieyun, a thyme dic-
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tionary first published in 601 CE, followed by several revised and expanded editions,
presenting a compromise between northern and southern pronunciations from the late

Northern and Southern Dynasties period (420-589 CE) (Norman, 1988).

Specifically, the V&8 Qieyun identifies groups of words with similar phonological char-

acteristics, allowing researchers to reconstruct the phonetic system of Middle Chinese
through the comparative analysis of cognates across various Chinese dialects.

The first major classification of Chinese dialects was drafted by Yang Xiong (53 BCE—-
18 CE), a renowned scholar of the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE). Over the course of
27 years, he surveyed the dialects of China and collected approximately 9,000 dialectal
words, laying the foundation for the first Chinese dialect dictionary, Fangyan (Ding,
1991; Li, 2003).

This dictionary, however, had certain limitations: it did not document the precise loca-
tions of informants or divide China into distinct dialect regions. Instead, it was essential-
ly a list of linguistic alternations and the cultural regions where these variants were
used—Ilike modern dialect atlases. As a result, understanding dialect distribution at that
time requires making assumptions based on these records. Nevertheless, Yang Xiong’s
work remains highly significant and established the groundwork for dialect classification
research (Norman, 1988; Ding, 1991; Li, 2003).

Even after the introduction of modern linguistic analysis methods in China, the chal-

lenge of dialect classification has continued to attract the attention of Chinese dialectol-
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ogists, leading to the publication of numerous articles and the proposal of various classi-
fication schemes.

Kurpaska (2010) highlights several scholars who have made significant contributions to
the classification of what are considered dialects today, referencing works that have
since become fundamental in the field. Chinese dialects have mainly been classified
based on phonological differences — in other words, differences in pronunciation that
can change the meaning of words. Over time, researchers have also tried to include
grammar and vocabulary in their analyses, aiming for a more accurate and complete pic-
ture of the relationships between dialects.

For what concern the phonological attributes, the criteria taken into account relies on
both diachronic and synchronic criteria (Norman, 1988; Kurpaska, 2010; Ding, 1998).

o Diachronic criteria focus on historical changes in the phonetic system of Chinese
since Middle Chinese, the aim is to compare the phonetic system of Middle Chi-
nese with modern dialects, this approach has been applied by numerous scholars.

o Synchronic criteria examine the differences among modern dialects and their
unique characteristics. These aspects highlight how dialects vary in their present-
day forms, regardless of historical evolution.

For example, Ding (1998) assumed that Chinese dialects can be classified by using both
frameworks — diachronic and synchronic — and then further categorized based on their

general and specific phonological features.
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According to these criteria, Ding categorizes Chinese dialects into seven major groups:

Mandarin, Wu, Xiang, Gan, Hakka, Min, and Yue.

In accordance with Ding (1998), two other scholars Li (2003) and Zhan (2004), attempt-
ed to refine certain criteria in order to contextualize the phonetic system more clearly,
they suggested that general criteria should be used to group major dialectal areas, while
more specific criteria are necessary to define the boundaries between individual dialects.

Shifting from a purely phonetic classification, scholars have also considered lexical and
grammatical criteria. Lexical differences and variation between dialects are considerable,
and mutual influence is quite evident.

In contrast, grammatical features “are not easy to find and that this aspect of Chinese di-
alects is still not fully explored, they are seldom applied when making classifications of
dialects” (cf. Zhan, 2002: 349).

In Kurpaska (2010)’s account of scholars working on lexical and grammatical classifica-
tion, Jerry Norman is cited as the first to incorporate grammatical and lexical features in-
to dialect. Although phonology remains the primary basis for grouping Chinese dialects,
all attempts at phonological differentiation take Middle Chinese their historical point of
reference.

At present, the most commonly used classification divides Chinese into seven major dia-

lectal groups. Figure 2 shows the distribution of the seven dialectal groups.
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LEGEND

Figure 1 Map of Chinese dialects in Southern and Eastern China

(source: : https://www.degruyterbrill.com/document/doi/10.1515/ling-2021-0138/asset/graphic/j_ling-2021-
0138 fig 008.jpg)

1.3 The relationship between Putonghua and Chinese dialects

It was the 8 January 1956 when the New York Times with the title “China's Linguistic
Revolution; The Communists find the old ideographs unwieldy and plan a new alpha-
bet” introduced the decision of the Communist Party to introduce the Beijing dialect as
the official language of China: following the establishment of the People's Republic of
China in 1949, the establishment of a popular language has been one of Mao’s biggest

effort. In October 1955, two important conventions were held in Beijing: the 4=[E
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M 21 Quangud wénzi gaigé huiyi National Conference on script reform and the i
APGE RV 22 AR 210 Xiandai Hanylu guifanhua xuéshu huiyi Symposium on the
standardization of Modern Chinese. These conferences sought to reach a consensus on
key issues such as the development of a new phonetic system, the simplification of Chi-
nese characters, and the standardization of both spoken and written Chinese. (Hsia, 1956)
As part of the policy-making process, linguistic experts and educators were invited to
contribute their perspectives ahead of these conferences. By October 1955, a general
agreement was reached, and, at the National Conference on Script Reform, Putonghua
was officially defined as the standard language. It was based primarily on the Northern
dialects, with the Beijing dialect as the model for pronunciation (Chen, 1999):

“Putonghua (PTH) was defined and endorsed at the standardization conference

of October, 1955, as the common language of the People's Republic of China. It

has the following features:

1. The pronunciation of the general Peking Dialect,

2. the grammar of the Northern Chinese Dialects,

3. the vocabulary of modern colloquial Chinese literature.

Note that this is an evolutionary definition, and not a static one, and permits ac-

commodation to future changes in the language. The three goals of language re-

form, (1) simplification
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of characters, (2) the popularization of Putonghua, and (3) the creation and pop-
ularization of a national phonetic alphabet are related in many ways, but one im-
portant way is that they represent stages on a continuum of development that
will have Chinese throughout the nation using Putonghua, and writing in the

Pinyin system of romanization.” (Wreen, 1975:221)

When this decision was made, there was a misunderstanding between what was being
communicated and how it was perceived by the general public. As Blachford (2004) re-
ports, the People’s Daily cited Premier Zhou Enlai as emphasizing that the promotion of
Putonghua was intended to reduce the communicative barriers posed by dialectal diver-
sity. At the same time, he acknowledged that dialects would persist for a long period and
could neither be eliminated through administrative decrees nor abolished by artificial
measures.

With the development of the Party and China’s modernization, it became increasingly
clear that the use of dialects caused many inconveniences for China’s socialist construc-
tion, these phenomena must be effectively eliminated to protect the interest of China’s
political, economic, cultural and national defence development. (Guo,1949)

From this perspective, dialects were seen as barriers to national unity, to security, and to
socialist progress. Thus, language policies were planned in such a way as to diminish
their strength in the competition with Putonghua. As has been indicated above, the de-

bate was not on whether they should disappear but on how this should be done—
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whether by direct administrative action or by allowing them to 'die a natural death' as
Putonghua takes over and becomes dominant in every field of communication.

At the same time, dialect-speaking communities expressed concerns about the future of
their linguistic heritage. Many felt uncertain about the role of Putonghua in their daily
lives, and some even feared that its promotion aimed at the complete eradication of dia-
lects. As Chen (1990) points out, this misconception stemmed from several factors: first,
there was a general lack of awareness regarding the significance of Putonghua for na-
tional communication, which led to the false belief that it would fully replace local dia-
lects. Second, some individuals perceived speaking Putonghua as a threat to their cultur-
al identity. They associated it with detachment from the masses or with adopting a bu-
reaucratic tone, which, in turn, led to resistance, and even mockery, toward those who
attempted to learn and use it.

A third issue was the lack of adequate resources for learning Putonghua. Many people,
particularly in rural areas, did not have access to formal instruction, which resulted in
low proficiency and a fear of being ridiculed for speaking it incorrectly. Finally, there
was a general misunderstanding regarding the linguistic nature of Putonghua promotion
and its relationship with local dialects. This revealed that early language failed to clearly
communicate that Putonghua was not an entirely separate language, but rather one based
on northern dialects. Moreover, a comprehensive understanding of regional dialects was

essential for its proper development. (Chen,1990)
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This is what created formidable challenges in the advancement of Putonghua during the
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s—on both sides: language planners and dialect-speaking com-
munities. Rather than facilitating a smooth linguistic transformation, it bred resistance
that slowed down the standardization process (Chen, 1990).

It was only after China's reform era in the late 1970s, and particularly during the deepen-
ing of reforms in the 1980s, that scholars began to systematically explore the relation-
ship between Putonghua and regional languages.

Growing attention was paid to language use in dialect-speaking communities, alongside
a reevaluation of the status of dialects considering Putonghua’s rapid spread. During
these decades, both language planners and scholars tended to prioritize the purity of lan-
guage in their efforts to implement national standards (Rohsenow, 2004).

After nearly a decade of reassessing the relationship between Putonghua and regional
dialects, China's language planners began to redefine their approach in the mid-1990s. In
1995, Vice-Premier Li Lanqing of the State Council addressed this issue, stating:
"Upholding the legal status of Putonghua and actively promoting it does not imply the
prohibition of Chinese dialects but rather aims to limit their scope of use" (Guo, 1949:
47). This marked the first official clarification that the promotion of Putonghua was not
intended to eliminate dialects.

Finally, in the October of 2000, the “Law of the National Commonly Used Language
and Script of the PRC” was drafted, formally specifying the contexts in which dialects

may be used:
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“Article 16 Where the relevant provisions of this Chapter are concerned, local dialects
may be used under the following circumstances:

(1) when State functionaries really need to use them in the performance of official duties;
(2) where they are used in broadcasting with the approval of the broadcasting and televi-
sion administration under the State Council or of the broadcasting and television de-
partment at the provincial level,

(3) where they are needed in traditional operas, films and TV programs and other forms
of art; and

(4) where their use is really required in the publishing, teaching and research.”!

This legislation prioritizes the nationwide promotion of Putonghua while clearly defin-
ing the public domains in which dialects may be used. By codifying this functional sepa-
ration, the law has played a key role in reshaping the relationship between Putonghua
and dialects. It has helped alleviate public concerns over the disappearance of local lin-
guistic identities and fostered greater acceptance of national language policy. In practice,
speakers of dialects have benefited from this approach, strategically using both Putong-
hua and their native dialects to enhance communication in different social contexts

(Rohsenow, 2004).

'Retrieved February 2025, 12 from http://www.npc.gov.cn/npe/index.html
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1.4 Conclusion

This chapter defined an historical and sociopolitical approach to the study of Chinese di-
alects, that reveals how variation is not arbitrary and has never been static but is the
product of centuries of linguistic evolution under the impact of migration, geography,
and political forces. Events of migration happening in history, from ancient dynastic ex-
pansions to modern population movements, have been decisive both in dispersing lin-
guistic features and at the same time creating new dialect zones.

Sociopolitical dynamics have actively precipitated and determined the vigor as well as
the decay of local speech forms. While helping in communication and nation-building,
raising many dialects to the level of threat simultaneously has placed Pufonghua promo-
tion on trial for killing dialects that once flourished all over the country with linguistic
diversity versus unity.

The Chinese dialect classification is thus the product and reflection of these forces: it is
at once a linguistic taxonomy, and an account of China’s sociopolitical history. The rela-
tionship between Putonghua and local dialects reflects the dominant tension in modern
China.

In Chapter 2 I will disclosure further the evolving role of dialects in contemporary Chi-
nese society, tracing their significance across emotional, institutional, and digital do-

mains.
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CHAPTER 2

Dialect and Identity in Contemporary China

2.1 Introduction

China’s linguistic landscape, as seen in the first chapter, is defined by a rich mosaic of
regional dialects that continue to embody cultural memory, local identity, and emotional
resonance. Despite sustained efforts by the state to promote Pufonghua as a cohesive na-
tional language, dialects remain deeply embedded in the everyday lives and identities of
many communities.

This chapter examines the evolving role of dialects in contemporary Chinese society,
tracing their significance across emotional, institutional, and digital domains.

The first section explores the affective and symbolic power of dialects, drawing on theo-
retical perspectives such as Fishman (1999)’s work on language and identity to show
how regional speech forms function as anchors of belonging and heritage.

The second section will try to analyze how, in the process of promoting Putonghua, state
language policies have allowed dialects to be marginalized in the private spheres
through the education and employment systems, using urban families as cases to show
how under sociopolitical pressures, language practice is reshaped and intergenerational

transmission weakened.
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Finally, I aim to demonstrate that dialects have renaissance through online platforms,
memes, and popular discourse used as tools of cultural expression, regional pride, and
subtle resistance to linguistic homogenization.

Together, these sections illuminate the complex and often contradictory dynamics sur-
rounding dialect use in modern China. Far from being relics of the past, dialects remain
active agents in the negotiation of identity, power, and community in a rapidly changing

sociolinguistic landscape.

2.2 The role of dialects in shaping cultural identity and belonging

The historical evolution and classification of Chinese dialects underscore their deep cul-
tural and regional significance.

As we mentioned in the previous chapter, Chinese dialects are often mutually unintelli-
gible, functioning almost as distinct languages; this linguistic diversity has historically
been a key marker of local identity, embedding dialects within social structures, familial
ties, and regional heritage, fostering a strong sense of belonging among speakers, as dia-
lects serve not only as tools of communication but also as markers of shared heritage
and identity.

Speaking a dialect is more than just using a different form of language, it’s a way of
showing you belong to a specific community, it brings people together, strengthens so-

cial ties, and creates a sense of identity (Chen,1999). In this sense, dialects aren’t just
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about how we talk: they carry culture, history, and a connection to where we come from,
playing a big role in shaping ethnic identity.
As Fishman (1999) explain, ethnicity is primarily phenomenological, meaning it exists
as people recognize and experience it: it is a framework for understanding life, history,
and the world, making it both a cultural and cosmological phenomenon. From this point
of view language is a fundamental component of ethnicity, serving as both an index of
identity and a mechanism for boundary maintenance. Fishman (1999: 25,26)states:
At every stage, ethnicity i1s linked to language, whether indexically, imple-
mentationally or symbolically. There is no escaping the primary symbol-
system of our species, certainly not where the phenomenology of aggregation-
al definition and boundary maintenance is involved, when ethnic being, doing
and knowing are involved. Initially, however, language is but one of a myriad
of minimally conscious discriminanda. Ultimately, it is not only a conscious
factor but may become a primary cause, a rallying cry, a prime concern and a
perceived first line of defense...Under secular-nationalist auspices, language
becomes part of secular religion, binding society together and mobilizing it to
face whatever its challenges are taken to be.
Fishman (1999) argues that ethnicity and language are profoundly linked, which means
that at every stage of an ethnic group's existence, language serves as a key symbol and
tool for both defining and maintaining the group’s identity; in this optic language plays a
role in expressing and preserving ethnic identity in different ways, whether by simply
marking belonging (indexically), by being used as a practical means of communication

(implementationally), or by carrying symbolic meaning that binds people together

around a shared cultural heritage.

39



Marshall (1989) emphasizes that language is not merely a tool for communication, but a
powerful symbol-system that enables a group to distinguish itself from others. This
symbolic role becomes especially significant in culturally diverse societies like China,
where a range of linguistic nuances coexist alongside a dominant lingua franca. In such
contexts, identity can become even more deeply tied to language.

Kovacs Rac and Halupka-ReSetar (2018) highlight that in bilingual or minority language
settings, a strong sense of identity is often rooted in the desire to preserve one’s mother
tongue. While being proficient in the dominant language is essential for communicating
across cultural lines—both with the majority group and other minorities—this alone
isn’t enough to keep a minority language alive. What really makes a difference are eve-
ryday choices: how parents feel about passing on their heritage language, which lan-
guage families use at home, and even the language children hear in media and play.
These factors play a vital role in helping minority languages survive and stay meaning-
ful across generations.

Kovacs Rac and Halupka-ReSetar (2018) underscore the crucial role language plays in
shaping and preserving identity in bilingual and minority language contexts. The link
between identity and the desire to maintain one’s mother tongue reveals that language is
far more than a communicative tool—it is a deeply rooted cultural symbol. The survival
of minority languages, and by extension the identities connected to them, relies on de-

liberate and sustained efforts within communities. This perspective reinforces the broad-
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er argument that language maintenance is not simply about practical utility, but about
safeguarding emotional and cultural continuity.

This insight extends naturally to dialects: according to Lakshmikantha (2019), they often
function similarly to minority languages in their role as carriers of cultural identity. Dia-
lects are closely tied to specific regions, histories, and shared experiences. Their contin-
ued use strengthens communal bonds and nurtures a sense of belonging and emotional
attachment to place and heritage. Just as the survival of a minority language depends on
family attitudes and daily usage, the vitality of dialects hinges on their intergenerational
transmission and their presence in both private and public spheres. The desire to pre-
serve a dialect, much like maintaining a mother tongue in bilingual settings, reflects a
deeper impulse to protect and sustain a unique cultural identity.

Nilson and Thorell (2018) explain that dialects, as part of a community’s intangible cul-
tural heritage, carry the unique rhythms, idioms, and expressions that are deeply rooted
in local traditions, storytelling, and oral history. They act as vessels for passing down
folk knowledge, customs, and collective memories, often reflecting how a community
relates to its environment, history, and core values. In this sense, dialects do more than
just convey meaning—they help preserve and shape the folklore that holds communities
together and sets them apart from others.

There is also a strong emotional attachment to dialects, as they are closely tied to a sense

of belonging and identity. They become essential parts of both personal and shared her-

41



itage, acting as living links between the past, the present, and the people who share them
(Nilson and Thorell, 2018).

Pound (1945) pointed out that dialects are deeply connected to popular folklore. Lin-
guists and folklorists have long recognized that dialects aren’t just regional ways of
speaking—they’re vital tools for expressing and passing on culture. This connection was
already evident at the beginning of formal folkloric and linguistic research in the United
States. When the Journal of American Folk-Lore was founded in 1888, it included a
special section called the “Wastebasket of Words.” This section wasn’t just a collection
of quirky or local expressions; it was a space that celebrated the richness of everyday
language and the cultural meanings it carried.

Dialects often hold both literal and symbolic meanings, shaped by local experiences, en-
vironments, and values. The fact that researchers made space for these expressions so
early on shows a clear understanding: dialects matter not only as language, but as culture.
They carry the stories, beliefs, sayings, and traditions that come from oral storytelling,
rural customs, folk songs, superstitions, and everyday life. This close relationship be-
tween dialect and folklore highlights how deeply language is tied to identity. Studying
regional dialects helps us understand not just how people speak, but who they are, where
they come from, and what they value. Folklore and dialects go hand in hand—each giv-
ing meaning and context to the other, and together they offer a fuller picture of cultural

identity (Pound, 1945).
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2.2.1 What about Chinese dialects and sense of belonging?

As outlined in the first chapter, a wide range of Chinese dialects are spoken across main-
land China, many of which serve as the native language for large populations.
For example, Xu (2019) explains that in Guangdong province and nearby regions such
as Hong Kong, Shenzhen, and Macau, Cantonese is spoken by nearly 90 million people.
The dialect also extends into Guangxi province and remains widely used among over-
seas Chinese communities—especially the estimated 50 million living around the Pacific
Rim.

Similarly, in Fujian province, about 36 million people speak a dialect closely related to
Taiwanese Hokkien, which 1s also common in parts of Southeast Asia.

Because many of these dialects are mutually unintelligible, internal migration within
China often brings significant linguistic challenges. Migrants tend to use their hometown
dialects in private settings, while adopting Putonghua for formal or official purposes.
However, when they move to a new region, learning and using the local dialect often
becomes an important part of integrating into the community and building a sense of be-
longing (Xu, 2019).

Still, the coexistence of such diverse dialects has not always been smooth.
Zhou (2020) underlines that the government’s long-standing push to promote national
unity through the widespread use of Putonghua has sometimes created tension between
language standardization and regional identity. This has led to a growing generational

divide, with younger people increasingly disconnected from their local dialects, which
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are often preserved mainly by older generations. As a result, the role that dialects play in
shaping cultural identity has begun to shift. This change has been especially evident in
schools, where the compulsory use of Putonghua has widened the gap even further, ac-

celerating the decline of regional dialects in daily life (Zhou, 2020).

2.3 The sociocultural impacts of language policy and dialect suppression in China
In the 1950s, the nationwide promotion of Putonghua became a central goal of language
policy in China and among the most effective instruments for advancing this objective
was the education system. As reported by Magnusson (2011: 15), a State Council decree
issued in 1956 emphasized the crucial role of schools in promoting language standardi-
zation. The directive stated:
Beginning in the autumn of 1956, with the exception of ethnic minority re-
gions, all primary and secondary schools across the country will commence
instruction in Putonghua. By 1960, students in the third grade and above in
primary schools, as well as those in middle and teacher-training schools,
should possess basic speaking abilities in Putonghua.
In line with this policy, the use of dialects in schools was not only strongly discouraged
but often outright banned—even during informal moments like recess or casual conver-
sations among students. The aim was clear: to create a consistent linguistic environment
that supported the spread of Standard Mandarin from a young age (Magnusson, 2011).

The institutionalization of Pufonghua as the national standard has been reinforced

through a combination of legislative measures, dictionary compilation, and systematic
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implementation within both the education system and the labor market. These efforts
collectively work to establish and preserve Putonghua as the benchmark for linguistic
correctness and purity.

As Dong (2010) points out, the shift toward linguistic standardization is also visible in
political discourse. Early Communist Party leaders, such as Mao Zedong, often deliv-
ered speeches in regional dialects (Dong, 2010). In contrast, today’s political communi-
cation consistently uses Putonghua, marking its establishment as the official language of
state authority.

A key mechanism for enforcing this linguistic norm is the National Proficiency Test of
Putonghua, introduced in 1994 by the National Working Committee of Chinese Lan-
guages (NWCCL). This test certifies proficiency in Putonghua for various professions,
including teaching, civil service, and news broadcasting. By requiring Putonghua for ca-
reer advancement, the test further solidifies its role as a necessary skill for social and
professional success. Schools, especially at the primary and secondary levels, have be-
come crucial spaces for promoting linguistic uniformity.

However, the rise of Putonghua has led to the decline of dialects, which are often
viewed as less valuable or even obsolete. Despite occasional government efforts to pre-
serve regional dialects and minority languages, none have gained the same level of func-
tional or symbolic importance as Putonghua. (Zhang, Chen, 2024).

The government’s focus on Putonghua extends deeply into everyday life, especially in

key areas like family, school, and peer interactions. According to language socialization
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theory by Ochs and Schieffelin (2011), children—who are seen as “novices” in their cul-
tural and linguistic communities—Ilearn not only how to communicate but also how to
navigate the social world through language. This competence develops through interac-
tions rooted in cultural contexts, helping children build a sense of group identity and be-
longing. However, the state's emphasis on Putonghua as the legitimate language has re-
shaped these social dynamics (Dong, 2010).

For example, in families, particularly in regions where dialects are traditionally spoken,
parents often switch to speaking Putonghua with their children, to support their educa-
tional advancement. The shift stems from the belief that early and frequent exposure to
Putonghua correlates with academic success and greater acceptance within formal insti-
tutions so, as a result, dialect use becomes increasingly marginalized within the home—
the primary site of early socialization. (Zou, 2022)

Jiao (2023) explains that this practice has significant implications for the social identity
of dialect speakers, in particular in the early age of life: when children are not exposed
to dialects in the critical early stages of language development, they are denied access to
the cultural narratives, behavioral norms, and community values embedded in those
speech varieties. In this scenario, the dialect, once a medium through which local identi-
ty and heritage were transmitted, becomes irrelevant to the child’s sense of self and so-
cial belonging and, without sustained interaction in dialect, children grow up with di-
minished awareness of its cultural significance, weakening the emotional and symbolic

attachment to their linguistic heritage. In this way, promoting one national language
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doesn’t just create uniformity in how people speak—it quietly reshapes how they see
who they are and where they come from (Jiao, 2023).

To better illustrate the impact of language policy on regional identity, consider the fol-
lowing case study conducted by Hu (2020), based on an investigation on Chinese mid-
dle-class families. The study aim is to investigate the family language ecology of 30
Chinese parents from 20 urban families with children aged three to seven years. Through
analyzing the data collected from survey questionnaires and two interviews, the results
indicate that the status of dialect has been marginalized consensually by parents within
the family domain.

The author employed a questionnaire as the primary research instrument, which was
structured around three interrelated components. The first section gathered background
information about the participants, including details about their children and grandpar-
ents; the second section focused on language practices, requiring respondents to select a
single answer from three available options. The third sections were designed using a 5-
point Likert scale? and explored participants’ language ideologies and language man-
agement strategies.

According to the questionnaire conducted by Hu (2020), considering the quantitative da-
ta, the results demonstrate that within three-generation households, dialect and Putong-

hua were both used for daily communication, however, language choices made by the

2 A Likert scale is a psychometric scale commonly used to measure attitudes or opinions, where respondents indicate their
level of agreement on a multi-point scale (in this case 5) (cfr. Likert 1932).
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parents varied depending on whom they were talking to. The author underlined that 74%
of them speak Putonghua with their children at home and only 13% of the parents used
only the dialect when talking to their children.

This can be compared to the data from parent-grandparent interactions, where 77% of
parents switched to dialect, the shared home language with their own parents, to begin
their conversations at home. Another interesting observation is the language choices be-
tween spouses: 47% of parents spoke Putonghua, while 23% opted for dialect, and 30%
of couples used both languages during their interactions.

Regarding language ideology, Hu (2020) noticed the overall responses from parents to
Putonghua were largely positive, with 50%, 60%, and 57% of parents expressing posi-
tive attitudes toward its various values, however, 20% of parents disagreed with the no-
tion that Putonghua signifies a high level of education. On the other hand, parents had
mixed views about the value of dialects: 30% of the parents interviewed believe that dia-
lects are an important cultural heritage worth preserving and, when asked about the prac-
ticality and usefulness of dialects, 43% of parents expressed concerns, agreeing that dia-
lects are less useful than Putonghua in their lives. Nonetheless, 27% of parents main-
tained a positive attitude towards using dialects.

In the second section of the survey, it was underlined the efforts parents intended to
make in maintaining or abandoning one language. Between the participants, 66% ex-

pressed the belief that the government or institutions should take measures to protect di-
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alects and support their development, while only 7% were against proposals for dialect
preservation.

Regarding language use at home, when asked whether they would speak more dialect
with their children, 47% of parents said no and only 20% expressed the intention to
speak dialect more frequently with them. (Hu 2020).

The findings of the study underscore how family language choices are shaped by broad-
er societal pressures, reaffirming the pervasive influence of state language policies on
individual linguistic identities. The data reflects a pragmatic prioritization of Putonghua
for educational and social advancement, revealing that even those who value dialects
culturally often deprioritize them in practice; however, while state language policies
have historically prioritized the promotion of Putonghua—often at the expense of re-
gional dialects—this dynamic has not gone unchallenged. Although the widespread in-
stitutionalization of Putonghua has led to the marginalization of many local speech vari-
eties, especially, as stated, within educational and professional domains, it has also gen-
erated a growing awareness of what is being lost in the process. The declining use of di-
alects, particularly in younger generations, has sparked concern among scholars, cultural
advocates, and community members who view these linguistic forms not only as modes
of communication but as vessels of cultural memory, local history, and identity ((Hu
2020).

This awareness has brought a quiet yet significant movement—one that aims to reclaim,

revitalize, and celebrate dialects in everyday life. This revival is being fueled by new

49



digital platforms, where individuals and groups actively engage in preserving and pro-
moting their regional languages, transforming social media into a powerful space for

linguistic resistance, cultural pride, and intergenerational connection.

2.4 Dialect and chatspeak in youth digital culture

In recent years, there has been a growing phenomenon in the educated youth returning to
the use of “ancient” dialects to reclaim cultural roots that have been blended or diluted
within a largely homogeneous mainstream culture. The advent of Internet and the sys-
tematically growth of it has changed permanently the way of communicating.

The findings of Androutsopoulos and Ziegler (2004) offers valuable insights into how
regional dialects are used in online communication. Even in casual digital spaces like
IRC chatrooms, dialects carry strong social meaning, helping users express who they are
and where they come from. The research shows that people don’t just use regional lan-
guage out of habit, but often choose specific dialect features on purpose: to reflect their
background, connect with others, make jokes, or show a sense of belonging to a group.
Interestingly, some dialect words start to spread beyond their original region and be-
come part of the general online style. This process, known as “reallocation” (Trudgill,
1986, cit. in Androutsopoulos and Ziegler 2004), shows how language in digital spaces
can be playful and flexible, adapting to new social contexts.

At the same time, the way dialects are used online still mirrors real-life patterns: making

clear that online language is not disconnected from the offline world—instead, it reflects
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and reshapes social and linguistic norms in new ways (Androutsopoulos and Ziegler

2004).

2.4.1 Youth, identity, and language innovation in online China

According to Liu (2011), the Internet in China, much like in many other countries, is
heavily influenced by youth culture. A government-backed report released in January
2010 by the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC) revealed that over
70% of China’s 384 million Internet users were under the age of 35. Among them, those
aged 18 to 24 consistently represented a larger proportion—ranging from 35% to 42%
between 2000 and 2009—compared to other age groups. By 2007, nearly half of all us-
ers had a college or associate degree. In the following years, the number of users with
only a high school education grew rapidly, reaching 39.4% in 2008 and 40.2% in 2009.
One of the key characteristics of the internet is its relatively unregulated nature, which
has allowed young Chinese students to explore a subcultural space that is distinct from
the formal education system, adult-dominated cultural norms, and hierarchical institu-
tions. Within this digital space, a unique linguistic style has emerged among the younger
generation.

Liu (2011) observes that young people writing in dialect often select Chinese characters
purely for their similar pronunciation, rather than for their historical or standard associa-
tion with that dialect word. In other words, accuracy or convention matters less than cap-

turing the sound and making the meaning intelligible in informal communication.
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The most common method of online dialect transcription among youth involves using
characters that match or closely resemble the phonetic values of local dialect terms.
Crystal (2006: 71) coined the term “netspeak™ to explain this emerging variety of lan-
guage used online: shaped by a strong sense of personal creativity. Internet users are
constantly inventing new words and playful twists on old ones, trying to express their
digital experiences, capture the unique atmosphere of the online world, and work around
the limitations of the technology itself. The speed at which new terms appear in online
communication has no real equivalent in contemporary language use (Crystal, 2006).
This linguistic innovation, however, does not occur in a vacuum. As Frehner (2008)
demonstrates in her analysis of asynchronous digital communication, such as emails and
messages, users adapt written language to be faster, more expressive, and closer to spo-
ken interaction. Frehner (2008) argues that digital communication occupies a space “be-
yond” traditional speech and writing, forming what she describes as “Involved Written
but Conceptually Oral” language.

This online register includes spelling, abbreviations, syntactic reductions, and emotive
symbols like emoticons all designed to simplify communication without sacrificing clar-
ity or personality. Just like Crystal (2006)’s “netspeak,” Frehner (2008)’s findings high-
light how users shape digital language in highly creative, practical ways that reflect both
personal style and the affordances of new media. The intentional use of new words in

online communication reflects a broader trend in which users shape digital language to

52



make written interactions more personal, expressive, and emotionally resonant, and in
this field, dialects play an important role.

Peersman (2016) conducted a study on how Flemish people use non-standard language
and dialect in their social media posts analyzing a portion of the Netlog® corpus, careful-
ly selecting posts from users aged 13 to 49, and balancing the sample by gender and dia-
lect region (West-Flanders, East-Flanders, Brabant, and Limburg). What makes this data
set particularly interesting is that it includes two types of non-standard language: newer
digital slang unique to online communication (often called "chatspeak") and written
forms of traditional regional dialects that reflect spoken, everyday language. To better
understand how people use these forms, the team manually classified every non-standard
word as either chatspeak or regional speech, and then used statistical analysis to see how
age, gender, and region influenced their use.

Peersman, Daelemans, and Van Vaerenbergh (2016) suggest that even a limited use of
dialect carries meaning: it is a way for young users to signal a sense of regional identity
or solidarity, even in a digital space. Writing in dialect online also allows teens to play
with language in ways that break free from school-taught spelling and grammar rules,
which makes it even more appealing. As previous studies have shown (e.g., Siebenhaar,

2006), this kind of playful linguistic freedom is one of the reasons why dialect and-

3 Netlog (formerly known as Facebox and Bingbox) was a Belgian social networking service targeted at the global youth
demographic. On Netlog, members could create their own web page, meet new people, chat, play games, share videos and
post blogs (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Netlog).
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chatspeak thrive in informal online settings (Peersman, Daelemans, and Van Vaer-
enbergh 2016).

In China the use of dialects in the daily online lives of younger netizens becomes a cele-
bration of creativity and linguistic flexibility (Liu, 2011). This creative way to use dia-
lects in non-official context have contributed to the renaissance of Chinese dialects,
transforming them from an archaic form confined to the pre-revolutionary era into a
lively and vibrant means of communication and expression among curious new genera-
tions. Protagonist in this dialect-revolution are, of course, some of the most used social

media platforms used by Chinese youth.

2.4.2 The case of Bilibili’s bullet curtain comments

A study conducted on Bilibili.com focused on the use of dialectal expressions within the
platform's interactive comment section, specifically analyzing the "bullet curtain" com-
ments that appear over videos in real time (Zhang and Ren, 2024). The researchers se-
lected only those comments that exhibited dialectal traits or non-standard linguistic fea-
tures.

The initial step involved identifying expressions in Chinese that deviated from conven-
tional or standard usage: these expressions were then examined in detail by the research
team—which included the two authors and a research assistant—to determine whether

they exhibited characteristics of dialects, with particular attention to phonetic elements.
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As a result, 1t has been identified a total of 1,779 dialect-infused comments drawn from
159 videos, forming a dataset substantial enough for exploratory analysis on dialect us-
age within digital spaces.

The findings revealed that several regional dialect groups were actively used by Bilibili
users, with Northeastern Guanhua, Cantonese, Southwestern Guanhua, Min, and Wu ap-
pearing in decreasing order of frequency. These results indicate that, despite the wide-
spread use and promotion of Putonghua, regional dialects maintain a visible and stylisti-
cally significant presence in Chinese computer-mediated communication (CMC). This is
a clear example of how dialectal expressions are employed by users not only for linguis-
tic communication but also as a means of stylistic self-expression.

Moreover, the study suggests that dialect stylization in digital spaces may occur across a
wide range of dialect groups; factors contributing to this phenomenon include the size of
the dialect-speaking population, the influence of pop culture, and the prominence of cer-
tain representative phrases from specific regions—sometimes even from less commonly
spoken dialects. The researchers also observed that dialects associated with economical-
ly developed regions appear more frequently and gain higher visibility. This may be at-
tributed to the stronger symbolic capital of residents in these areas, who, proud of their
local identity, are more inclined to express it through their dialect in online contexts
(Zhang and Ren, 2024).

This demonstrates that platforms like Bilibili serve not only as sources of entertainment

but also as influential spaces for knowledge dissemination and community building. In
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particular, dialect enthusiasts tend to converge in the comment sections of certain video
creators, who in turn foster deeper social interaction by creating additional channels for

engagement—such as WeChat groups and other forms of community networking.

2.5 Conclusion

This chapter has explored how dialects in China function as powerful markers of identi-
ty, deeply tied to cultural memory, emotional belonging, and regional pride. Despite
state-driven efforts to standardize language through education and public policy, dialects
continue to persist—though often pushed to the margins of formal communication. Their
survival, especially among younger generations, increasingly depends on creative, in-
formal spaces where language can be reimagined and re-embedded in daily life.

In this context, social media and digital platforms have emerged as critical arenas for di-
alect revival. As we've seen, young users employ dialects not only to assert individuality
and regional identity, but also to participate in a shared cultural subtext that resists ho-
mogenization. Yet this resurgence isn’t limited to personal expression: the renewed visi-
bility of dialects online has also attracted the attention of brands, influencers, and mar-
keters eager to tap into their symbolic and emotional value.

As Chapter 3 will explore, dialects have become strategic tools in advertising and digital
branding—used to build trust, signal authenticity, and connect with niche audiences.
Whether through localized campaigns, viral content, or the playful use of dialect slang,

marketers can leverage regional language to create emotional resonance and cultural rel-
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evance. In doing so, dialects are not only surviving—they’re becoming commercially

valuable in the digital age.
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CHAPTER 3

The Use of Dialects as a Marketing Strategy

3.1 Introduction

Language i1s broadly recognized as one of the most powerful means of human connec-
tion, serving as a key way for individuals to express their identity to others. While lan-
guage differences are universally acknowledged, there are also nuanced variations with-
in a single language that further distinguish people based on their regional or cultural
backgrounds. For example, in Italy, not only the spoken language but also gestures and
idiomatic expressions set it apart from other Romance languages. Moreover, Italy's rich
tapestry of dialects strengthens individuals’ connection to specific regions, reflecting
deep-rooted traditions, local identities, and folklore. (Kinder, J. J.,2008).

People's strong emotional connection to the unique aspects of their language can be used
by social media and marketing. Companies often create messages that reflect these lan-
guage nuances, making consumers feel recognized and understood. By tapping into re-
gional dialects or linguistic quirks, brands are able to link their products to a person’s

sense of identity and belonging.
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3.2 The role of language and word choice in building brand equity

When promoting a product or brand in a different cultural or market context, it can be
difficult to choose the most appropriate language and wording.

As Lerman, Morais, and Luna (2017: 4-5) underline, the aim of a brand is to create
awareness to the consumer in order to attract and stimulate the purchase.

Lerman, Morais, and Luna (2017: 2-3) explain that language plays a key role in shaping
how a brand is perceived and in building its overall value, or brand equity. Brand equity
refers to the added value a brand name gives to a product—beyond its functional or
monetary worth—based on the perceptions and emotions it evokes in consumers. Con-
sumer psychologists often represent this process using the “brand pyramid” (figure 3),
which illustrates the key steps in creating a strong brand.
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Figure 3: Brand pyramid (Keller, 1993)
(Source: https://www.12manage.com/description_keller_customer based brand equity model.html)
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According to Keller (1993), effectively targeting a market requires a deep understanding
of consumer behavior. This understanding supports better strategic decisions regarding
how to define the target market and position the product, as well as more effective tacti-
cal decisions about the marketing mix. One of the most valuable assets a company can
leverage to improve marketing effectiveness is the knowledge consumers already hold
about the brand—knowledge built through the company’s past marketing efforts and in-
vestments. Keller (1993) creates the pyramid as a visual guide on how the image of a
brand can be shaped in consumers mind.

Brand awareness (“brand identity” in figure 3) is one of the fundamental components of
brand knowledge. It reflects how strongly a brand is embedded in a consumer's memory,
which influences how easily the brand can be identified in various situations. Keller
(1993) distinguish two key aspects of brand awareness: recognition and recall. “Brand
recognition” refers to a consumer’s ability to confirm that they’ve seen or heard the
brand before when presented with it directly. “Brand recall”, on the other hand, is the
ability to retrieve the brand name from memory when prompted by a product category or
need (e.g., thinking of a brand of soft drinks when thirsty).

The language used to create brand awareness can play a key role in helping a brand
leave a lasting impression on consumers. According to Gong and Seo (2025), communi-
cation influences how people feel about a brand and whether they choose to buy it. For
this reason, companies often present their products in a way that emphasizes what sets

them apart. Even if not all consumers fully understand every detail, providing clear and
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specific information can help new products attract attention and stand out in a crowded
market.

Regarding the choice on how language in decision-making helps people grasp the rea-
soning behind a choice more easily, Elsbach (2000) explains that the way someone ex-
plains their decision can send important signals about their ability and intention to com-
municate clearly. Scherer and Giles (1979) on their research in psychology and commu-
nication suggests that, when decision-makers use familiar and clear language, they are
often perceived as more competent and trustworthy. In contrast, using complicated or
unclear language may lead to negative impressions. This i1s because people tend to eval-
uate speakers more positively when they can easily understand what’s being said, espe-
cially when the language aligns with familiar patterns or social norms. Overall, using
clear language can enhance how trustworthy and capable a decision-maker appears (Els-
bach and Elofson, 2000).

The way people speak can tell us a lot—mnot just about their personality, but also about
their social background and the situation they’re in. Some things, like the sound of a
person’s voice, are based on biology and don’t change (Scherer and Giles, 1979).

Brown and Fraser (1979) added that other aspects, like tone, accent, word choice, or
how formal someone is, can shift depending on who they’re talking to or where they are.
These are called “speech markers,” and they can send signals about things like confi-
dence, friendliness, or authority. For example, using a nickname can express closeness,

while switching to a more formal tone can create distance.
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Returning to brand awareness, Kelly-Holmes (2005), In her study on the promotion of
products through the use of the Texan accent in advertising, found that the speaker’s dia-
lect had the strongest impact: it significantly influenced how credible the speaker was
perceived to be, and it also came close to affecting how people felt about the product.
According to Keller’s (1993) brand equity model, the second layer of the pyramid is
comprised of the brand image, which reflects the position the brand holds in the con-
sumer’s mind, which means all the associations, beliefs, and impressions that consumers
retain in their memory about a brand. These associations contribute to the brand’s identi-
ty and significantly influence consumer perception. When such associations are positive
and align with consumer values, they can motivate purchase decisions and establish
brand preference (Kohli, Harich, and Leuthesser, 2005).

According to Aaker (1991), brand image exists on a spectrum—{from simply recognizing
a brand to believing it is the only one in its product category. If in the field of brand
awareness, the use of language can be leveraged to attract consumer attention, the choice
of word in order to create a positive association is fundamental.

Hamizar et al. (2023) argue that word choice plays a crucial role in shaping a brand’s
image and influencing consumer perception. For example, brands that incorporate terms
such as sustainable or eco-friendly tend to resonate with environmentally conscious au-
diences, while descriptors like luxury or handcrafted appeal to consumers seeking
uniqueness and exclusivity. Research indicates that consumers are more inclined to trust

and engage with brands that maintain consistent and emotionally appealing language
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across their communication platforms. This underscores the importance for local pro-
ducers to be intentional and strategic with their language choices when developing digi-
tal marketing strategies.

If considering the language use in advertisements Shrum et al. (2012) pointed out that
text in a consumer’s second language is less remembrered rather than first language, be-
cause messages in one’s second language are less likely to be processed at a conceptual
level.

According to Noriega and Blair (2008), advertisements presented in consumers’ native
languages are more likely to stimulate self-referent thoughts about family, friends, home,
or homeland, which can enhance attitudes and behavioral intentions toward the adver-
tised product.

Zou et al. (2024) explore how unique regional accents can shape consumers’ perceptions
of a brand’s personality and influence their responsiveness to it. Consumers often adjust
their feelings toward a brand based on how well it reflects their own identity—how
closely the brand seems to “speak” to their sense of self.

Supporting this idea, Lin (2000) highlights that in China, regional stereotypes play a
significant role: individuals from the south are typically perceived as gentle and refined,
while those from the north are seen as bold and direct. These culturally embedded stere-
otypes can affect how consumers interpret a brand personality based on how it is com-

municated.
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3.3 The symbolic power of language in branding and consumer perception

Given the crucial role of language in shaping brand perception and influencing consum-
er behavior, it becomes essential to reflect on the broader implications of linguistic
choices in marketing. Beyond purely communicative or stylistic considerations, the de-
cision to use a particular language, dialect, or accent can carry deep cultural, social, and
even political meanings. This brings us to the concept of glottopolitics: Guespin and
Marcellesi (1986) defines this term as the science that examines how language is not just
a neutral medium, but a site of power, identity negotiation, and ideological positioning.
Tenzer and Pudelko (2017), in the context of branding and advertising, explain that glot-
topolitical dynamics emerge whenever a company chooses how to speak to its audi-
ence—whether in a standard national language, a local dialect, or a foreign idiom—thus
revealing underlying assumptions about legitimacy, prestige, and belonging.

As Calvet (2016) reminds us, language is never just about words—it carries ideas, feel-
ings, and social meanings. When it comes to branding, and referring to Clavet’s (2016)
theory, the language a company chooses says a lot about who they want to be and who
they want to connect with. Using a local dialect or accent can make a brand feel more
genuine and relatable, tapping into people’s sense of community and culture. On the
other hand, using a standard or “official” version of a language might give off a more
polished, professional vibe that appeals to a wider, sometimes more global audience. So,

the way brands use language isn’t random—it’s a way of sending messages about identi-
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ty, values, and belonging. In this way, language choices in branding reflect deeper social
dynamics and can influence how people feel about and trust a brand (Calvet, 2016).
Language in branding isn’t just a tool to communicate a company’s status or products; it
also serves as a symbolic resource that a brand uses to convey its values and goals, aim-
ing to create a meaningful connection with its target consumers (Keller, 1993). This
choice can be associated to the concept of Symbolic Capital (Bourdieu, 2012), the con-
cept of Symbols of distinction translate economic differences into social markers like
status or stigma. These symbols, though socially constructed, are often perceived as nat-
ural attributes. Whether expressed through style, language, or behavior, these markers
gain meaning through their position within a system of social distinctions and reflect
underlying social hierarchies, communicating social status and identity. This process
shapes how people perceive themselves and others, reinforcing social classifications and
power dynamics.

From this perspective, Rossolatos (2018) suggests that the language used by brands
functions as a kind of "primordial language"—a foundational system through which so-
cial meanings are conveyed and felt. Consumers engage not only with the explicit con-
tent of a message but also with the symbolic weight carried by specific linguistic choices.
These choices reflect broader cultural codes and social distinctions. This 1s why lan-
guage in branding is never neutral—it plays a crucial role in shaping how consumers
perceive a brand’s values, identity, and place within the social hierarchy (Rossolatos,

2018).
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3.3.1 Integrating local linguistic and cultural features into marketing strategies

If language itself plays a fundamental role in influencing and attracting consumers, as
pointed out by Hashed, Al-Queed and Qtaish (2024), using local words and dialects in
marketing 1s a powerful way to grow a brand’s reach and connect with more customers.
It not only helps make advertising more effective but also strengthens the relationship
with the audience by showing appreciation for their culture and way of speaking.

As noted by Song et al. (2018), incorporating local imagery and cultural symbols—such
as traditional clothing, terminology, and visual elements—demonstrates marketers’
awareness and respect for the cultural context in which they operate. Similarly, embrac-
ing the use of colloquial language, including local expressions and everyday terms, en-
hances relatability and fosters a stronger emotional connection with consumers.

This culturally attuned approach is particularly significant when it comes to brand nam-
ing, as a brand name serves not only to identify a product but also to convey meaning,
evoke associations, and shape consumer perceptions. A meaningful brand name can be
easily recognized, improve memorability, and influence purchasing decisions by creat-
ing a favorable image. The study of brand names has evolved to consider not just seman-
tics but also the phonetic characteristics of language, as the sound of a name can carry
symbolic weight and emotional resonance. Unlike generic product labels, brand names
must leave a lasting impression, accurately reflect the brand’s identity, and connect with

the target audience on both a cognitive and cultural level (Koshikawa, 2019).
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Carnevale et.al (2017) suggest that the use of local dialects in marketing campaigns, has
proven to be a highly effective strategy for driving campaign success. Incorporating
spoken language and region-specific terminology lends a sense of authenticity and cul-
tural relevance, enabling brands to connect more deeply with diverse segments of socie-
ty. This linguistic alignment not only enhances relatability but also expands the brand’s

reach, increasing its potential to attract a broader and more engaged audience.

3.4 Dialect use and brand perception in multilingual markets

According to Basciano (2016), in China, Western brand names are often associated with
positive attributes, but in some cases Chinese consumers also attach complex, and some-
times contradictory, meanings to them—both affirming and resisting their influence. As
Tian and Dong (2011, cit. in Basciano, 2016) demonstrate, some consumers view West-
ern brands as symbols of freedom, offering liberation from traditional constraints and in-
troducing new lifestyles, ideas, and consumption practices. However, this perception is
not universal. Other respondents in their study interpret Western brands as embodiments
of imperialist dominance—agents that risk eroding Chinese cultural values and under-
mining national identity. In contrast to these critical perspectives, some participants pro-
ject aspirational narratives in which national pride is restored. They envision a revital-
ized domestic industry capable of learning from and ultimately surpassing Western
competitors by producing high-quality, technologically advanced Chinese brands that

succeed on the global stage, thereby strengthening China’s economic and cultural stand-
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ing. The dual perception of Western brands in China as symbols of both modernity and
cultural encroachment underscores the intricate relationship between branding and na-
tional identity. In this context, linguistic strategies, particularly the incorporation of re-
gional dialects and culturally specific elements into brand names, serve as tools for as-
serting cultural authenticity and countering foreign influence.

Huang and Chan (2005) highlight that Chinese brand naming practices often reflect cul-
tural values, with a preference for names that resonate semantically and phonetically
with local consumers. This approach not only enhances brand memorability but also fos-
ters a sense of cultural pride and familiarity.

According to Wang, Zhang and Chan (2025), in recent years, the semantic dimension of
dialects has emerged as an innovative strategy in marketing communication. The in-
creasing relevance of dialects in advertising has drawn scholarly attention to their poten-
tial impacts.

Research has also investigated the role of accent standardness in marketing contexts,
such as comparing British Received Pronunciation with Southern American English
(Milroy, 1991).

According to Milroy (1991), in all cities, there are linguistic hierarchies which corre-
spond to social hierarchies, and people of highest status, with greatest potential to exer-
cise power, are always speakers of the linguistic variety judged to be the most logical,
beautiful and comprehensible. Consequently, the social and political pressure on city

dwellers to abandon their own dialects, which are regarded as inferior, is considerable.
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The same may be said of the pressure faced by ethno-linguistic groups with a strong
sense of their own distinctiveness, like speakers of Black English in the United States,
Jamaican Creole in Britain, or Lowland Scots in Southern Scotland. As a consequence,
we find in developed countries like Britain a curious paradox. On the one hand, linguis-
tic reflects social stratification, with people indicating their eagerness to adopt higher
status speech norms by style-shifting towards them in asymmetrical social situations;
this has been clearly demonstrated by urban language surveys. On the other hand, there
is evidence of remarkable stability, often lasting centuries, of socially disfavored linguis-
tic varieties (Milroy, 1991).

In this context, Labov (1972) interviewed speakers of different ages and ethnic back-
grounds on Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts. He observed that younger speakers ap-
peared to be shifting away from pronunciations linked to the standard New England
norm and moving instead toward forms characteristic of more conservative, traditional
Vineyard speech.

Labov (1972) pointed out that the heaviest users of this type of pronunciation were
young men who actively sought to identify themselves as Vineyarders, rejected the val-
ues of the mainland, and resented the encroachment of wealthy summer visitors on the
traditional island way of life. Thus, these speakers seem to be exploiting the resources of
the non-standard dialect as a way of protecting their social identities. This pattern
emerges despite extensive exposure of speakers to the educational system; some young

college educated men in Martha’s Vineyard were extremely heavy users of the vernacu-
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lar vowels. It has now become apparent that the function of non-standard language as a
marker of group identity, revealed by these studies, is by no means a socially marginal
phenomenon, but is deeply rooted in the language behavior of communities everywhere
(Trudgill, 2000).

Just as speakers may choose to retain local speech patterns to affirm their cultural or re-
gional identity, brands can tap into similar linguistic cues to build stronger connections
with consumers. Non-standard accents in advertising often evoke associations with par-
ticular language speaking communities, and these associations can significantly influ-
ence how consumers perceive the product or brand. These linguistic cues may transfer
the perceived social characteristics of the speaker—such as trustworthiness, sophistica-
tion, or authenticity—onto the brand itself, thereby shaping brand image either positive-
ly or negatively (Hornikx, van Meurs, and Starren, 2007).

In multilingual and multicultural contexts, advertising often draws on minority lan-
guages not solely for direct communication, but also for their symbolic value. For ex-
ample, Spanish-language advertisements in the United States may be aimed at effective-
ly reaching Spanish-speaking audiences, but they can also signal cultural inclusion or
evoke solidarity. As Kelly-Holmes (2005) argues, foreign languages in advertising fre-
quently function more as symbolic resources than purely communicative tools. Their use
conveys connotations of cosmopolitanism, authenticity, or prestige depending on the

cultural associations tied to the language.
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This symbolic deployment of language aligns with the concept of the country-of-origin
effect, which suggests that products are more persuasive and appealing when linguisti-
cally or symbolically linked to countries known for expertise in that product category
(Haarmann, 1989). For instance, using French in advertising luxury fashion or German
for automotive brands helps reinforce desirable brand qualities through cultural stereo-
types and consumer expectations (Piller, 2006).

Ultimately, advertising language operates along a spectrum—from functional communi-
cation to symbolic signification—where choices about language and accent contribute
not only to audience comprehension but also to brand positioning, cultural signaling, and
emotional engagement.

Additional studies focusing on dialect usage in Chinese advertising—particularly Can-
tonese—reveal that consumers from Guangdong province exhibit higher purchase inten-
tions and stronger word-of-mouth tendencies when exposed to ads in their native dialect,
compared to Mandarin (Liu and Liu, 2007).

Some researchers argue that it’s not always necessary to use emotional language in ad-
vertising—just using the local dialect can be powerful on its own. Noriega and Blair
(2008) found that simply hearing a familiar language or accent can help people better
understand and remember an ad. That’s because local accents carry cultural meaning;
they feel familiar, personal, and can create a sense of connection.

When a spokesperson uses a local accent, it often makes the message feel more relatable.

This emotional effect doesn’t always depend on what’s being said, but how it’s being
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said. For example, Liu et al. (2013) study found that people responded more positively
to Cantonese-language ads for low-involvement products, like snacks or everyday items.
But when it came to high-involvement products, like electronics or financial services,
standard Mandarin was more effective. This shows that the language used in ads can

shape how we feel about a brand, depending on the type of product being advertised.

3.5 Authenticity through dialect
Dialect and standard language evoke different psychological responses in consumers,
especially in advertising (Wang, Liang, and Chan, 2025). According to Eichinger,
Schreier, and van Osselaer (2022), the difference underlying the perception of a brand
advertised in standard language versus dialect is based on the concept of groundedness,
which refers to a feeling of strength, stability, and security that arises from one's connec-
tion to place, people, and the past. Groundedness involves several dimensions:
o a connection to place, including both physical environments (e.g., one's
hometown or landscape) and symbolic ties (e.g., locally produced goods);
« a connection to people, referring to emotional associations with family, communi-
ty, or direct producers;
o A connection to the past, shaped by personal memories, traditions, and cultural
values, often activated through nostalgia and symbolic consumption (Eichinger et

al., 2022).
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Marketing strategies can strengthen these connections through brand storytelling, prod-
uct origin information, retro designs, distribution channels, and cultural cues. Consumer
traits such as socioeconomic status, personal history, or life transitions also influence
how groundedness is experienced. Importantly, this feeling can positively impact con-
sumer behavior—boosting product appeal, purchase intention, willingness to pay, and ad
recall (Eichinger et al., 2022).

The use of dialects in advertising can significantly enhance feelings of groundedness.
Since dialects are typically acquired early in life (Hernandez and Li, 2007), they activate
deep-rooted memories and associations with family, tradition, and community. Dialect-
based advertisements often evoke familiarity and authenticity, especially when linked to
local producers or cultural identity (Noriega and Blair, 2008). These associations not on-
ly strengthen connections to people and place but also foster a sense of belonging (Her-

nandez and Li, 2007).

3.6 Dialect power in low-involvement ads

As previously discussed, the use of dialects serves as a powerful tool in advertising, par-
ticularly effective in the context of low-involvement or necessity products, where a
sense of belonging and familial trust plays a critical role in consumer decision-making.
According to Bearden and Etzel (1982), products can be categorized into necessities and

luxuries. Necessities are everyday items that everyone needs and uses, while luxuries
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carry an element of exclusivity and status. Typically, the need for necessities is met be-
fore the desire for luxuries. Necessities are often provided by one’s family when one is
dependent, and later, one in turn provides these essentials to their own dependents
(Bearden and Etzel, 1982).

Research shows that family influence is particularly strong in decisions involving neces-
sities, while peer influence tends to dominate luxury consumption (Childers and Rao,
1992). According to Childers and Rao (1992), products that are neither highly visible
nor exclusive—such as mattresses, cooking oil, or laundry detergent—belong to the cat-
egory of privately consumed necessities. These items are used within the household and
are typically not visible to outsiders, making them socially neutral, in this scenario fa-
milial influence becomes the dominant force, especially in extended family settings,
where individuals are exposed to more frequent and stronger interpersonal interactions.
In such contexts, the opinions, habits, and preferences of family members—particularly
elders—carry significant weight in shaping brand choices. This leads to a high degree of
intergenerational brand transfer, where consumers tend to stick with brands they grew
up with or that their family trusts.

Building on this, it is useful to consider the Chinese context, where linguistic diversity is
highly salient. From a linguistic advertising perspective, the dynamics observed else-
where suggest that using local dialects—such as Cantonese, Hokkien, or Shang-
hainese—can be particularly effective in marketing necessity products. Dialects in China

often carry emotional associations of home, tradition, and trust, resonating strongly with
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the private and familial nature of these goods. In contrast, Putonghua, while universally
understood, may not evoke the same intimate sentiment, making it less persuasive in this
specific domain (Bearden & Etzel, 1982).

As Krishna and Ahluwalia (2008) observe, dialects are closely tied to intimacy, cultural
roots, and familial closeness, which explains their potential to create warmer, more
trustworthy, and emotionally resonant advertising messages—particularly in regions

with strong dialect identities and multigenerational households.

3.7 Conclusion

This chapter established that language and dialect directly affect consumer brand aware-
ness, image, and attitudes, especially by creating familiarity and trust. Regional dialects
serve as strong cultural markers that increase emotional connection and perceived au-
thenticity, which are crucial for advertising low-involvement, familiar products. Since
consumers of these products rely more on routine and local identity cues, using regional
language in ads can effectively enhance brand recall and loyalty. These insights provide
a clear framework for analyzing how regional food and product advertisements use lan-

guage strategically to influence consumer behavior in the upcoming case studies.
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CHAPTER 4

Case Studies

4.1 Introduction

The following case studies are drawn from original research I conducted on Chinese
websites and social media platforms. To identify relevant examples, I conducted key-
word searches on Chinese websites and social media, combining terms such as “dialect
advertising” 77 &) 45 fangydn gudnggao, advertising that uses regional dialects), “local
food brand” (M7 & i difang shipin pinpdi, brands of food products tied to a spe-
cific region), “childhood snacks” (EFZ & téngnian lingshi, snacks associated with
childhood memories), and “regional identity” (MUIBIA[F] diyii réntong, a sense of be-

longing or identity linked to a region). This search strategy allowed me to map a wide
range of cases where dialects are not only a linguistic choice but also a cultural marker
used to strengthen consumer engagement.

From the broader set of results, I selected a group of brands that were particularly signif-
icant for two reasons. First, they are closely tied to culinary traditions and local identity,
embodying the cultural heritage of their respective regions. Second, these cases attracted
notable consumer engagement online, generating comments, discussions, and emotional
responses that highlight the symbolic role of dialect in shaping authenticity and belong-

ing. In this sense, the chosen case studies offer not just isolated examples of advertising
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strategies, but also windows into how dialect is used in contemporary China as both a
marketing tool and a marker of cultural continuity.

In section 4.10, I will outline the reasons why the selected cases align with the market-
ing theories discussed in the previous sections. Specifically, I will analyze the various
case studies by organizing them into three main categories, which I consider essential
for understanding the key areas in which the use of dialects can be strategically and co-

herently applied in marketing campaigns.

4.2 PEENBEE T Zhonghud didao mian shi ‘traditional chinese noodles’

Brand background

Wilmar International Golden Dragon Fish Food Group was founded by Robert Kuok
and his nephew Kuok Khoon Hong, and it is one of China’s leading agribusiness and
food processing companies. With more than 35,000 employees, 81 production plants,
and hundreds of affiliated enterprises nationwide, its core operations consist in oilseed
crushing, edible oil refining and packaging, specialty oils, rice and grain processing.
Wilmar controls also “Golden Dragon Fish”, “Olivilan”, “Orchid”, “Neptune”, “Xiang
Man Yuan”, and other brands. This company core value is to continue aligning with
China’s national food and nutrition strategies, focusing on health, safety, and innovation,

while supporting the country’s grain and oil industry development.
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Figure 2: Golden Dragon Fish Local Specialty Noodles (Source:
https://www.foodtalks.cn/news/43861)

Linguistic Strategy Used

The different types of noodles were designed to highlight the connection between iconic
regional dishes and the cultural identity of the regions they represent. To reinforce this
sense of authenticity, the packaging combines the names of major cities with local dia-
lect expressions for “delicious,” making the product immediately resonate with regional
pride.

Key dialect element: looking at the four packages presented as examples, starting from
the left, each one illustrates how a specific dialect term is integrated into the design, sig-

naling both taste and local belonging.
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Figure 3: Golden Dragon Fish Local Specialty Noodles: Wuhan

The packaging shows the city 17X Withan ‘Wuhan’ and the dialectal phrase #5 4+

man hdo q1 ‘very good, excellent’ . On the left we can find the description of the type of

noodles: BT Wiithan ré gan mian *Wuhan hot noodles’, a typical dish of Wuhan.
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Figure 4: Golden Dragon Fish Local Specialty Noodles:Shanghai

The second packaging has [ iff ‘Shanghai’ printed in green, with the dialectal phrase
2 RAN ldo ling é ‘really great’. The dish presented is ZUMFEH cong you ban mian

‘scallion oil noodles’ , a classic Shanghainese dish.
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Figure 5: Golden Dragon Fish Local Specialty Noodles: Chongqing

On the third packaging, the city printed in the box is the one of K Chongging and the
dialectal phrase is ELi&Ef5HR ba shi dé bdan ‘super tasty / perfect’, which describes the
famous dish of Chongqing, HJR/NH Chdéngqing xido mian ‘Chongging spicy noo-

dles’, well known for being spicy.

:///f TS EIpA

Figure 6: Golden Dragon Fish Local Specialty Noodles: Shanxi

The last packaging is that of traditional noodles from Ll 5 Shanxi, 2P JJHITH nitirou

daoxiaomian ‘knife-cut beef noodles with beef’. The dialectal phrase printed on the pack

is ¥ X hao ci ‘very delicious’.
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Strategic Rationale

The use of local dialect expression combined with a simple label, refined and elegant,
give a sense of high quality of the product. The design goal was to communicate its
massage though a straightforward formula based on the trinomen city + dialect + type of
noodles. The choice on using specific dialects for localize the product has a specific
meaning, which is to make the consumer feel like the product present their own local
flavor. The use of dialect emphasize locality and differentiation improving recognition
and memorability. The main challenge lay in choosing and validating dialect expressions:
they must be authentic and accurate, while still comprehensible to broader audiences. In
doing so, designers conducted in-depth conversations with locals from each region to

ensure both cultural accuracy and consumer acceptance.*

4.3 M YYZR fang ha ndichd ‘Fangha milk tea’

Brand background

Fangha is a tea beverage chain owned by Gansu Fangha Catering Management Co., Ltd.
The purpose is to combine traditional Northwestern Chinese snacks with modern tea
beverages, creating a hybrid offering that appeals to both local identity and contempo-
rary consumer trends. The vision of the brand connects its innovation with dialect identi-

ty by explicitly naming the beverage series after a local expression. °

4 Retrieved July 11, 2025 from: https://www.foodtalks.cn/news/43861
5 Retrieved July 11, 2025 from: https:/fundosa.com/

81



Figure 7: some of the product choices with Ji{I fang ha ‘let go’ printed on the cup (source: https://fundosa.com/)

Linguistic strategy used

The dialectal expression in this specific product is the name to the brand itself, JHIG

fang ha, which comes from the Lanzhou dialect and means ‘to let go’; it was once a
street expression commonly heard in noodle shops and tea stalls along the Yellow River.
Over time, it evolved into a cultural symbol after being carefully turned into a sign dis-
played on the streets of Lanzhou.®

Strategic Rationale

As pointed out by Geng Shengchen, founder and CEO of the company, the decision to
name the brand after a dialect expression from Lanzhou was not a casual choice but a

carefully designed strategy to root the product in the cultural fabric of the city. In the lo-

¢ Retrieved July 12, 2025 from:https://gansu.gansudaily.com.cn/system/2025/06/23/031204284.shtml
82




cal speech, i fang ha captures the spirit of openness and resilience of the people in
g

Northwest China’.

By transforming what was once a colloquial phrase heard in noodle shops and tea stalls
along the Yellow River into the symbol of a tea brand, the company effectively convert-
ed everyday language into a cultural marker®. This linguistic choice gave the brand a dis-
tinctive identity, differentiating it from the many generic milk tea chains emerging
across China. At the same time, the word itself, displayed prominently on shop signs and
printed on cups, became a visual emblem of Lanzhou. Tourists often took pictures of
their drinks with the Fangha logo against the backdrop of the Zhongshan Bridge, turning
the act of consumption into both a personal souvenir and a shareable social media mo-
ment. As figure 9 shows, the strategy of “selling the dialect with the product” is explicit-
ly highlighted in the accompanying advertising poster. In this case, the use of dialect
was not limited to evoking local identity; it also aimed to create emotional resonance,
foster a sense of belonging among residents, and situate the tea experience within Lan-

zhou’s broader cultural and touristic landscape.’

7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
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Figure 9: In the Fangha advertising poster, the final comic panel provides an explanation of the term itself, making it acces-
sible to tourists: J¥ My, ‘R T VG fanghd, lé xidng shénghué — “Fangha, relax and enjoy life”. (source:
https://fundosa.com/)

4.4 VKIEREBRIRIK Bingfeng chéngwéi qishui ‘Bingfeng orange soda’

Brand background

According to its official website, Bingfeng was founded in 1948, and today Xi’an
Bingfeng Beverage Co. Ltd. is recognized as one of the leading beverage producers in
Shaanxi Province. In recent years, the company has not only preserved its reputation as a
“well-known provincial and municipal brand,” but it has also obtained several honorary
titles, such as China Time-honored Brand, Shaanxi Time-honored Brand, and Xi’an

Time-honored Brand. A recurring slogan on the company’s official webpage is 1XH£ )L
IR V4% zhe weir hén Xi’an, which can be translate literally as ‘this taste is truly Xi’an’.

Through this slogan, Bingfeng explicitly connects its brand vision to the concept of re-
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gional identity, reinforcing the idea that its beverages embody the cultural flavor and au-
thenticity of the city of Xi’an. On the same webpage, the company also presents its
product list in association with typically greasy and spicy dishes, in line with the culi-
nary tradition of Shaanxi Province, as shown in figure 10, where the soda is associated
to some peculiar dishes. The association is further reinforced by the slogan 3¢ &7,
K—H (méishi dapéi, lai yT ping) “Good food calls for a bottle.” (figure 10). This mar-
keting strategy strengthens the connection between Bingfeng and the local food culture,

positioning the beverage not merely as a drink, but as an integral part of the regional

gastronomic identity. '°

KIGE D R

01 zesmse—m

Figure 10: Bingfeng is promoted as the ideal pairing with greasy and spicy dishes typical of Shaanxi cuisine, such as the A
FAE rou jiamé ‘meat-filled bun’, VR J¥ lidngpi ‘cold noodles’, or £ R B ydngrou chuan ‘lamb skewers’ (source:
https://www.worldbingfeng.com/)

10 Retrieved July 15, 2025 from: https://www.worldbingfeng.com/
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Figure 11: Customized Bingfeng Orange Soda Can for Chinese New Year 2021
Source:https://www.163.com/dy/article/GIIMQKS580522BVKP.html

Linguistic strategy used

For the Chinese New Year 2021, the iconic orange soda can has been decorated wit
some popular Shaanxi expressions, (Xi’an Fanfan, 2021)what follows is an analysis of
selected customized cans, focusing on the meaning conveyed by the characters displayed

on their packaging.
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Figure 12: %l nge ‘T’ (source: https:/www.163.com/dy/article/G1IMQK580522BVKP.html)

The character printed on the can in figure 12 is %l nge, which means ‘I’ in the Shaanxi dialect. At the bottom of the can, the
pinyin is underlined and an example phrase is provided to show how the word can be used in a sentence: 15t )i J& 15, iR 5
liangpi jid mo, nge zui ai ‘cold noodles and stuffed buns are my favorite’

Figure 8: '£ di¢ ‘devouring’ (source: https://www.163.com/dy/article/G19MQK580522BVKP html)
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The can in figure 13 shows the caracher ' di¢ ‘devouring’. The example that the cans
propose is Wz if My K IYIE SE W chi hdo hé zhang jido dié lie “when you eat and drink

until your stuffed it’s called “di¢””.!! (Xi’an Fanfan, 2021)

Figure 9: ' lido ‘beautiful, amazing’ (source:https://www.163.com/dy/article/G19IMQK580522BVKP html)

The character on the can in figure 14 is P lido ‘beautiful, amazing’. The sentence at the
bottom of the can contains the idiom &P T ydu po lidozi, which can be translated

with ‘TOil-splashed noodles are absolutely amazing!’!'?

" Ibid.
12 Ibid.
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Figure 10: X #éi ‘very good’ (source:https://www.163.com/dy/article/G19MQK580522BVKP.html)

YOy

Finally, figure 15 shows the character i\ #éi ‘very good’, which is similar to M lido: iX

ML IR UTE zhége giinidng wa té hdokan ‘this girl is so pretty’.!

Strategic Rationale

Bingfeng released a Shaanxi-dialect edition of its 2021 New Year commemorative
packaging. While retaining its classic design, the new packaging incorporates commonly
used Shaanxi expressions, giving it a festive yet approachable feel.'*

The visually striking design makes it a highly appealing collectible. The topic quickly

became a trending conversation on Weibo, turning into another point of pride in the

city’s cultural spotlight. Thanks to enthusiastic engagement from bloggers and online

13 Ibid.

14 Retrieved July 23, 2025 from:

https://mp.weixin.gq.com/s?  biz=MzU4MzAXNjI4MQ=—=&mid=2247494164&idx=1&sn=3966872d382bf12¢9698139{d3
179634 &chksm=fdad2022cadaa93456ef03e78a8bde005be9d0a3243ce5949ac65ed406149affcbebl2cad780&scene=27
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users, major national soft drink brands couldn’t resist joining the conversation. They re-

sponded by using local dialect expressions to highlight their products’ unique qualities
and cultural significance. For example, Xi’an Bingfeng proudly proclaimed: 4 Jikik !
ININHEANETE R mé md dd! Xido xido dou qi bi zai hua xia “no problem! Handling a
small bottle of soda is easy!”.

By integrating Shaanxi dialect into its packaging, Bingfeng directly engages with re-
gional culture and identity. The use of local expressions not only reinforces the brand’s
authenticity and cultural rootedness but also creates an emotional connection with con-
sumers who feel a sense of belonging to the region. In this way, dialect becomes a stra-
tegic marketing tool, positioning the brand as a symbol of Xi’an and Shaanxi heritage

rather than just a generic soft drink. !>

15 Retrieved July 23, 2025 from: https://www.xinyingyang.com
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Figure 11: JiR¥E gou shi tang ‘Dog Poop Candy’ — Traditional Sichuan Peanut Brittle Candy, Chengdu Specialty Snack,

Wang Lao Wu Dialect Edition (source: Tmall.com)

Brand background / Product background

J R HE gou shi tang ‘Dog Poop Candy’ is a traditional confectionery brand from Si-

chuan, particularly associated with Chengdu and Chongqing. Despite its humorous name,
the candy i1s a well-loved regional specialty; it is typically made from roasted peanuts
bound together with maltose, resulting in a texture that is both crunchy and chewy. The
origins of this snack go back several generations, and its preparation method has re-
mained largely unchanged over time. Even today families and artisans continue to use

simple ingredients — peanuts and maltose — preserving the authentic flavor that has
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made it a nostalgic treat for many locals. This particular sweet is part of Sichuan’s culi-
nary heritage, and its enduring popularity reflects its cultural significance: a modest,
handmade candy that embodies tradition, memory, and the taste of everyday life in Si-
chuan.!¢

The history of 4 JR ¥ gou shi tang is also tied to a rural oral tradition passed down from

grandparents to grandchildren to explain its unusual name. During difficult times street
vendors would bring maltose candy to the countryside. However, many families were so
poor that they did not even have old cloth to barter in exchange for the sweets. In order
to console their children, parents would tell them: “Those are dog excrement candies;
you must not eat them”. As this story spread among communities, the candy gradually

became widely known as “Dog Poop Candy”!’.

Linguistic strategy used

In what follows, I will discuss the use of local Sichuan dialect written on the different

packagings of %1 R ¥ gou shi tang.

6Retrieved July 23, 2025, from: http://culture.people.com.cn/n/2015/0313/c172318-26687400.html
17 Retrieved July 23, 2025 from; https://www.chinanews.com/cul/2015/03-13/7125705.shtml.
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Figure 12: 2% 1[5 bdi longménzhén (source: Tmall.com)

In the Sichuan dialect, 2% 184 bdi [ongménzhén means ‘chatting idly’ or ‘talking wi-
thout a specific purpose’. It refers to informal gatherings where people share stories,
gossip, or simply pass the time together. The verb # bdi means ‘to talk about’, while J¥
I'IB% longménzhén denotes casual conversation. This practice is especially associated
with older generations, who enjoy it both because they have more leisure time and be-
cause their life experience gives them many stories to share. In this way, %81 1[5 bdi

longménzhen 1s more than idle talk—it is a cultural tradition of storytelling and passing

down memory across generations.'®

18 Retrieved July 27, 2025 from: https://zhidao.baidu.com/question/700781445444122604.html
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Figure 13: #1H-2% pd érduo (source: Tmall.com)

In the Sichuan dialect, the expression & H-2¢ pd érduo refers to a man who is perceived
as being submissive to his wife, often translated as ‘henpecked’. However, within the lo-
cal cultural context, the term carries a positive connotation because it implies that a
man’s deference to his wife reflects affection, care, and a desire to avoid causing her dis-

tress.!”
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Figure 14: 4k#i )L yaoyanr (source: Tmall.com)

19 Retrieved July 27, 2025 from: https://cidian.gei6.com/baerduo_ 1m2762t6.html
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In the Sichuan dialect, the colloquial term 2k )L yao yanr is polysemous. Originally, It

primarily functions as an adjective describing a woman with a noticeable or impressive
appearance, but in everyday conversational use, it can also act as a verb meaning to
show off one’s skills or display ostentation . Moreover, it carries a pejorative nuance,

implying mischievous or unruly behavior. The word features the characteristic erhua (JL
1)) phenomenon (erhua (JL44) is a phonological phenomenon that can be seen in some
Chinese dialects. It occurs when the suffix “J.” (er) does not form a separate syllable
but merges with the preceding vowel to create a retroflex sound, for example, “{¢ JL.” is
pronounced Auar rather than hua er.). This phenomenon it’s common in Sichuan speech,

it also appears in the region’s cultural expressions, including theater and music, reflect-

ing its broader role in local cultural identity.*

ARRAE Y]
EA.E* MEEL -
jﬂ

Figure 15: K153 1%KE ching de guai gai wo wai (source: Tmall.com)

20 Retrieved July 27, 2025 from: https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E5%A6%96%E8%89%B3%E5%84%BF/53944861
95




The Sichuan colloquial K153 1%ZIKIE chdng de guai gai wo wai phrase can be interpre-
ted as: “because you are attractive (or endearing), I’'m entitled to indulge in a bit of

whimsy or behave somewhat capriciously.” This expression carries a playful, teasing

tone, often evoking humor or affectionate teasing rather than taking itself seriously.?!

Strategic Rationale

In this case the dialectal words printed on the packaging signals the Sichuan origin of
the snack.

This localization strengthens cultural authenticity, making the product resonate more
strongly with consumers from the region and reinforcing pride in local heritage. These
phrases are not only linguistic markers but also cultural memories. As explained above,

the term 81 1FF bdi Iongménzhén ~ chatting idly’ evokes imagery of elders telling
stories, while #2H-2¢ pd érduo  henpecked” suggests that a man willing to be called
like this demonstrates happiness in his marriage, a harmonious family life, and respect
for his wife. In fact, households where men embrace this identity are often described as
models of domestic stability, from a cultural perspective, the Sichuan embrace of #H-
2% pa érduo “henpecked” represents an inversion of the conventional patriarchal ideal

and this revaluation become a distinctive regional cultural symbol, shaping both social

identity and even contemporary consumer branding that plays on the humor, pride, and

2l Retrieved July 27, 2025 from: https://cp.baidu.com/landing/tscp_doc/5a25fa5448a0d3d65fd3e6cf697cd0asd
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warmth embedded in the term.?? This creates an emotional bond with consumers who
recognize the expressions and associate them with home, family, and shared experiences.
Moreover, such use of local linguistic markers transforms the product into more than a
sweet: it becomes a carrier of intangible cultural heritage, reinforcing regional pride
among local consumers while sparking curiosity and engagement among outsiders.

On Douyin app can be found various video with the promotion of this type of sweet as a

“souvenir” from Chongqing city.

Figure 16: series of screenshots from a Douyin video where the promotion of i JR ¥¥ gou shi tang starts with the statement:
“when you come to Chengdu, don’t just think about buying hotpot seasoning—bring your friends some ‘Dog poop Candy’
instead, and wish them a whole year of good luck!” This nostalgic childhood treat comes in a blue dog-themed package that
instantly brings back memories (source: https://www.douyin.com)

22 Retrieved July 27, 2025 from https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1599061841402844519&wir=spider&for=pc
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In this way, packaging that employs Sichuan dialect not only appeals to affective
memory and identity but also positions the brand within a wider narrative of cultural sto-

rytelling and authenticity.

4.6 ZEFXEE S WE lii hé Wang Ldoji fangydan méng hé ‘Green Box Wanglaoji

Dialect Cute Box’

Brand Background

Guangzhou Pharmaceutical Group Co., Ltd., a major state-owned enterprise under the
Guangzhou Municipal People’s Government, is one of the city’s largest business groups
and the parent company of Wanglaoji. Known as the world’s oldest herbal tea brand—
an honor recognized by Guinness World Records—Wanglaoji has roots that stretch back
over 180 years. From the beginning, its identity has been inseparable from the traditions
of Chinese medicine, where carefully balanced herbal formulas were designed to “pre-
vent internal heat” and support overall wellbeing. What started as a remedy rooted in
everyday health practices has grown into a cultural icon. Today, Wanglaoji continues to
draw on this heritage, presenting its tea not just as a drink, but as a living expression of
Chinese traditional culture. Its marketing emphasizes values like balance, harmony, and
family connection, showing how a simple beverage can carry centuries of wisdom into

modern life. In this way, Wanglaoji bridges the past and the present, reminding consum-
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ers that tradition and modernity can thrive together in something as familiar as a cup of

Figure 17: Wanglaoji’s green box launches the ‘Cute Dialect Box’ (source https://image.baidu.com )

2 Retrieved August 2, 2025 from:  https://baike.baidu.com/item/) M| % 75 25 i 45 47 P 2 )
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Linguistic strategy used

Figure 18: ("i&51R ba shi dé hén “very comfortable / great® (source: https://city.cri.cn/chinanews/20170804/542cee3a-
1730-21bb-923f-2d25b3e2d0be.html)

ELIE1S R ba shi dé hén is a common expression in the Sichuan dialect that conveys the

idea of something being extremely comfortable, pleasant, or just right. More than simply
meaning ‘very comfortable’, it reflects a broader sense of ease and satisfaction. The
phrase embodies the cheerful, optimistic outlook of the Sichuan people, expressing both
an appreciation for material enjoyment and a deep cultural emphasis on savoring the

quality of everyday life. 2

24 Retrieved August 2, 2025 from: https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1653580733795568414&wir=spider&for=pc
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Figure 19: "BHRHES hei lido liao lué ‘come on! / oh wow!” (source: https://city.cri.cn/chinanews/20170804/542cee3a-
1730-21bb-9231-2d25b3e2d0be.html)

PR PEIS hei lido liao Iué is a refrain commonly used by the Zhuang people of Guangxi.

While it does not have a specific literal meaning, it carries rich cultural connotations,
firstly, it serves as a natural expression of emotion. In everyday life and various activi-
ties, the Zhuang people spontaneously chant this expression when they are happy or ex-
cited, using the refrain to convey inner joy and enthusiasm—an immediate and heartfelt
expression of feeling. Also, it holds strong symbolic and cultural significance; the re-
frain carries the weight of the community’s long history and traditions. In folk song du-

ets, festivals, and other gatherings, the sound of MESEHEIS héi lido lido Iuo instantly

evokes a rich ethnic atmosphere, reinforcing cultural identity and a sense of belonging

among the Zhuang people.?

25 Retrieved August 2, 2025 from:  https:/www.topnews.cn/news/1C0884E348B04D78B563923093C254
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Figure 20: #1378 ba de mdan ‘really great / awesome’ (source: https:/city.cri.cn/chinanews/20170804/542cee3a-1730-
21bb-923f-2d25b3e2d0be.html)

#1525 ba de mdn is a Hunan dialect expression used to describe a personality that is
p p y

bold, assertive, and unwilling to concede defeat.?®
Across China, people often characterize the spirit of Hunan people as such: “/A A4 .
M50, WZ24975 . Bi1S 25" Bupa si, nai dé fan, chi dé ki, ba dé mdan Not afraid of

death, patient, able to endure hardship, and domineering. The phrase #5375 ba de man

thus encapsulates a character defined by perseverance, tenacity, and an unyielding drive
to fight for one’s goals—even with a touch of brute strength if necessary. This expres-

sion reflects the strong fighting spirit and determination of the Hunan people, who are

26 Retrieved August 2, 2025 from:  https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E9%9C%B8%ES5%BE%97%E8%9B%AE/
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known for refusing to give up until they have achieved what they set out to accom-

plish.?’

Strategic Rationale

The long-established herbal tea brand Wanglaoji, often referred to as the “national herb-
al tea”, launched its 2017 “Dialect Cute Box”. By featuring colloquial expressions from
six different dialects, the campaign connected directly with everyday life while adding
humor and relatability, making the product especially appealing to younger consumers.
The packaging emphasized regional identity through the use of vibrant colors and archi-
tectural motifs, while themed posters paired dialect phrases with local landmarks, creat-
ing both visual and linguistic connections that deepened emotional engagement with the

brand. To further encourage interaction, Wanglaoji launched the hashtag #—EH H 5

‘Let’s play with dialects together’ on its official WeChat account, sparking widespread
participation. Consumers from the six highlighted regions proudly showcased their dia-
lect expressions, while others proposed additional local phrases for future editions. This
interactive campaign soon became a nationwide phenomenon, transforming dialects into
a cultural touchpoint for online engagement and brand loyalty. According to brand rep-
resentatives, the initiative reflected young people’s increasing appreciation for local cul-
ture, identity, and authenticity. By integrating dialects into its marketing, Wanglaoji not

only revitalized its century-old image but also positioned itself as modern, trendy, and

27 Retrieved August 2, 2025 from:  https://www.topnews.cn/news/1 C0884E348B04D78B563923093C254
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culturally relevant. Marketing experts highlighted the campaign as an example of how a
product can function both as an interactive medium and as a carrier of cultural meaning,
offering consumers a sense of identity while serving as a conversation starter. Ultimately,
the “Dialect Cute Box” strengthened Wanglaoji’s youthful brand image and contributed
to the preservation and reinterpretation of China’s diverse dialect culture in contempo-

rary consumer life. 2

4.7 FBEKHW Bamdn mifén ‘Baman Rice Noodles’

Brand background

#5778 Baman (full name Baman Hunan Rice Noodles) is a fast-food brand owned by Bei-

jing Baman Tianxia Technology Co., Ltd., founded in 2014 by Zhang Tianyi, with Hu-
nan rice noodles as its signature product, the brand positions itself around the spirit of
“daring to fight and win”. Originally known as Fu-niutang, it was rebranded as Baman
in 2018 and later, in 2020, was included in the Harvard Business Case Study Library.?’
Baman’s strength lies not only in its distinctive, regional taste but also in its ability to
evoke a deep sense of cultural identity and sentiment among its customers. Hunan spicy
food has become a defining preference for today’s younger generation, making Baman’s

noodles both memorable and emotionally engaging.*® The name Baman itself sparks ex-

28 Retrieved August 8, 2025 from:  https://city.cri.cn/chinanews/20170804/542cee3a-1730-21bb-923f-2d25b3e2d0be.htm
2 Retrieved August 8, 2025 from:  https://baike.baidu.com/item/H#1/5853215
30 Retrieved August 8, 2025 from:  https://m.thepaper.cn/baijiahao 12475396
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citement and curiosity, while the brand’s spirit—daring, persistent, and bold—is reflect-
ed in everything from its design to its marketing, creating a strong connection between

the product and the regional pride it represents.’!
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Figure 21: poster that presents different varieties of Hunan rice noodles. It highlights the brand slogan and product features

(source https://baman.world.tmall.com/)

31 Retrieved August 8, 2025 from:  https:/baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1834707122120433830&wfr=spider&for=pc
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Linguistic strategy used

L T W

Figure 22: screenshot from the picture above, #H#Z5— N Ba mdan yixia “Go Bold for a Moment!”

The term %528 bamdn is a Hunan dialect expression that conveys a spirit of unyielding

determination and relentless perseverance, even in the face of adversity. It reflects a
mindset of “stubbornly pursuing something even when it seems impossible”, embodying
a resolute and unflinching attitude; this term encapsulates the essence of Hunanese resil-

ience and tenacity, deeply rooted in the region's culture and history. *2

Strategic Rationale
According to CEO Zhang Tianyi, Baman, originating from Hunan, embodies the spirit
of “daring to fight and win.” The people of Hunan have long been pioneers, leaving a

significant mark on modern Chinese history through their resilient and unyielding

32 Retrieved August 8, 2025 from:  https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1835778105274086119&wfr=spider&for=pc
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“Baman” spirit. For many, Hunan evokes Baman, and Hunan rice noodles evoke Bam-
an®,

The choice of the name Baman 1s deeply rooted in cultural connotations. In Hunan dia-
lect, Baman conveys stubborn determination and the will to act despite impossibility, re-
flecting the resilience, courage, and unwavering spirit of the Hunanese people. This
makes the brand not just a purveyor of food but a symbol of regional pride and identity,
resonating emotionally with consumers. As the expression itself suggests, Baman con-
nects the product to both the cultural heritage of Hunan and the consumers’ sense of be-
longing, creating a brand that is memorable, shareable, and emotionally engaging.>*

In essence, the brand name anchors the product in its regional roots while transmitting a
bold, persistent, and inspirational spirit. Every element of the brand—from design to

marketing—echoes this ethos, transforming a simple bowl of rice noodles into a cultural

and emotional experience.

4.8 AR Pin pin niu bdn jin ‘Pinpin beef tendon’

Brand Background
Sichuan Pinpin Food Co., Ltd., founded on March 8, 2013, is based in the culinary in-
dustry zone of Pidu District, Chengdu, Sichuan. The company specializes in developing

and producing meat-based snacks, with a strong emphasis on regional authenticity. Its

33 Retrieved August 8, 2025 from:  https://m.thepaper.cn/baijiahao_12475396
34 Retrieved August 10, 2025 from:  https:/baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1834707122120433830&wfr=spider&for=pc

107




flagship line, the Pinpin beef tendon series, has grown into a leading brand in China’s
beef tendon snack sector. What makes Pinpin distinctive is its deep connection to Si-
chuan’s culinary tradition: beef tendon, now a signature snack of the brand, has its ori-
gins in Sichuan cuisine, where beef offal has long played a central role in flavorful,
spicy dishes. By building on this heritage, Pinpin transforms a traditional local ingredi-

ent into a modern, packaged product that carries the unmistakable taste and identity of

Sichuan. 3%

Figure 23: Pinpin Beef Tendon in three different flavours: JJRERIR Mdla wéi “Mala flavour’ ( a type of Sichuan spice),

T HRIK xiang la wéi “spicy flavour’, and K%K shaokdo wéi ‘barbecue flavour’ (source: https://image.baidu.com)

35 Retrieved August 10, 2025 from:  http:/www.ppsp.cn/pga
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Linguistic Strategy used

Figure 24: 54" chudn chudn (source: https:/mbd.baidu.com)

T*%” chudn chudn is a distinctive negation in Sichuan dialect; its pronunciation varies
regionally, most commonly realized as chudn chudn . The term carries a dual meaning:
as a noun it refers to a physical tool, such as an iron shovel; when reduplicated as 54"

chudan chudn, however, it shifts into a negation, expressing denial, disbelief, or subjecti-

ve evaluation. 3°

36 Retrieved August 10, 2025 from: https:/baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1686814680135486713
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Figure 25: H-3EF ché bd zi “to lie’ (source: https:/mbd.baidu.com)

In the dialects of Sichuan and Chongging, the term HE3"-F- ché bd zi'is used to indicate

telling a lie or fabricating an elaborate story. In the Zigong dialect, it similarly conveys
the idea of lying. In contemporary Mandarin, it has evolved to describe a situation in
which someone comes up with a self-justifying or seemingly convincing excuse to avoid

doing something. 3’

37 Retrieved August 10, 2025 from: http://life.sina.com.cn
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Figure 26: ;% sa go ‘completion or conclusion’ (source: https://mbd.baidu.com)

A common expression in Sichuan dialect used to indicate completion or conclusion is 7
#| sa go. This term conveys the meaning of ending or finishing something. Although its
precise origin is unclear, one hypothesis links it to the imagery of killing or cutting (an
ancient execution method involving dismemberment), metaphorically representing the

end of life and, by extension, the conclusion of a matter. 3

Strategic Rationale

Pinpin beef tendon taps into childhood nostalgia, connecting modern consumers with the
flavors of their youth. By reviving classic snacks with contemporary packaging and mul-
tiple flavors, the brand resonates strongly with young consumers, who increasingly val-

ue quality, emotional engagement, and experiential consumption over simple snacking.

38 Retrieved August 10, 2025 from:
https://mp.weixin.qg.com/s? biz=MzA4MDM2Mzg50A=&mid=2651863768&idx=1&sn=22d8045682412125cd748b9%a
2ccfd366&chksm=844112cdb3367bdb2aaldd61908be3312a9abda7{f189239199dabc3d33fdbdde04d7e16b932&scene=27
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The product’s popularity is driven not only by nostalgia but also by thoughtful design
and regional identity. The packaging incorporates Chengdu dialect and playful Sichuan
cultural elements, creating a sense of authenticity and belonging; in this way the product
wants to recreate the excitement of childhood snacking ensures it connects emotionally
with consumers. Beyond flavor, Pinpin emphasizes quality and ritual in consumption:
each batch undergoes multiple iterations to refine taste, spice balance, and texture, inte-
grating local ingredients and traditional Sichuan culinary techniques and, by combining
dialect, nostalgia, and culinary authenticity, Pinpin effectively fosters emotional reso-
nance and strengthens brand loyalty among both younger consumers and adult enthusi-

asts. 3
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Figure 27 : a consumer review on Pinpin beef tendon’ (source:

https://mbd.baidu.com/newspage/data/dtlandingsuper?nid=dt 5698625264393551011)

39 Retrieved August 10, 2025 from: https:/baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1672337993816257250&wfr=spider&for=pc
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The consumer review in figure 32 states:

BWARMREL, 4 RAROIME EEG R ZR AT 5, BARNERE, HEGE

=

182EY). Baozhuang hén jidnyue, niupi zhi sé de waibdozhuang shang yin you ké’ai de
Chéngdii fangyan, suiran bu dong yisi, dan ganjué hén qingie

‘The packaging is very simple, with a kraft paper-colored exterior printed with cute
Chengdu dialect. Even if you don’t understand the meaning, it feels very warm and fa-

miliar.’
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Figure 28: user comment to the review in figure 32

The user comment in figure 32 states:

R T S BB LA NESE B A) T
Chéngdu fangyan bdozhuang hdo you geng! Chi wan yao xué lidng ju le.

‘The Chengdu dialect packaging is so fun! After eating, you have to learn a couple of
phrases.’

Searching social media for the product name reveals numerous comments highlighting
how Pinpin beef tendon evokes childhood memories and resonates culturally through its

use of Sichuan dialect on packaging and marketing. Consumers frequently note that the
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playful dialect expressions remind them of their childhood and regional identity, creat-
ing a sense of authenticity and belonging. This online engagement demonstrates the
product’s ability to connect emotionally with consumers, turning dialect-driven nostalgia

into a shared, interactive experience and strengthening brand loyalty.

4.9 International cases

While the previous case studies highlighted how Chinese brands employ dialect to ap-
peal to specific consumer niches by fostering emotional resonance, authenticity, and a
sense of belonging, this section turns to two international brands. This shift serves to
broaden the perspective and situate the discussion within a global context, demonstrating
how dialectal marketing can also be strategically employed by foreign companies oper-
ating in China. For these international brands, the use of local dialects in advertising and
product packaging is not only a way to reach niche audiences, but also a means of
strengthening consumer engagement by appealing to cultural pride and localized identity.
In this sense, dialect becomes a bridge for international firms to cultivate authenticity,

emotional connection, and trust within the Chinese market.

4.9.1. IKEA

In the context of increasing brand homogenization and the resulting decline in the effec-

tiveness of conventional advertising strategies, localized marketing has emerged as a key
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tool for international companies seeking to sustain consumer engagement in China. Un-
like general localization, which primarily adjusts products or services for the national
market, localized marketing operates at a finer level, embedding regional identity, urban
culture, and linguistic practices into branding strategies. This approach positions brands
not merely as commercial actors but as participants in local cultural landscapes, IKEA
provides a representative example of this strategy. Across several Chinese cities the
company has incorporated elements of local dialects into marketing campaigns, in-store
signage, and product promotions. These interventions are not merely playful adaptations;
they function as deliberate cultural strategies that enhance authenticity, foster emotional
intimacy, and demonstrate respect for regional identity. *°

IKEA’s use of regional dialects illustrates a careful balance between maintaining the
global identity of the Swedish brand and addressing the linguistic and cultural realities
of local consumers. The integration of dialectal expressions allows the brand to achieve
cultural resonance and a sense of familiarity, while still preserving its international posi-
tioning. Although some expressions may appear unconventional or awkward in transla-
tion, they effectively communicate the brand’s intent: localized messaging enables con-
sumers to experience the distinctiveness of IKEA’s Scandinavian identity within a cul-

turally relevant framework. This case demonstrates the potential of dialectal engagement

40 Retrieved August 10, 2025 from: https:/www.digitaling.com/articles/820693.html
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as a strategic tool for international brands operating in China, where linguistic diversity
serves as a critical marker of cultural differentiation and consumer identity.*!

This approach enhances both the relevance and appeal of the messaging, drawing con-
sumers closer to the brand. The posters often employ repetition and structured narrative
techniques, followed by vivid descriptions that integrate local lifestyle and cultural prac-
tices. Such strategic use of dialect exemplifies how language can operate as a symbolic
{42

resource, strengthening brand authenticity, consumer trust, and emotional engagemen

Some example of the localized labels are provided below:

KAPPHAST
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Figure 29: lkea Chongging labels £ % £  kuang wai wai ‘to lull a child to sleep’ (source:
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=17413382195066809 18 &wir=spider&for=pc)

4! Retrieved August 20, 2025 from: https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1840381687459234323 &wir=spider&for=pc
42 Tbid
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Figure 30: Chongqing Tkea, #E451T guang gai gai‘to go shopping’
Usage/marketing context: At 2 T AL R SREK S —2> guang léi le zuo xia ldi xiéxi yihui  After shopping, sit down and rest for
a while’ (source: https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1741338219506680918&wfr=spider&for=pc)
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Figure 31: Henan Ikea: WEE S E zd nén shihui “so affordable’

Usage/marketing context: WEfESZH T pg & [ W LA U= 0 zan Héndn ldobdixing mdi dé qi de hdo chdanpin
‘Good products that ordinary people in Henan can afford’ (source:
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=17413382195066809 18 &wir=spider&for=pc)
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Figure 32: Shanghai Ikea: fRIGETS%? nong xido de fa? ‘Do you know?”’

Usage/marketing context: —[HI& i R 7 —HMRTIRE] yi midn zhaopian qiang, zhi xii yi gén wii hén ding ‘A photo wall
only requires one nail without leaving marks’ (source:
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=17413382195066809 18 &wir=spider&for=pc)

4.9.2. UNIQLO

In an effort to strengthen consumer engagement and cultural resonance in the Chinese
market, Uniqlo has employed a dialect-based localization strategy in its advertising. In
November, the brand released six promotional videos in various regional Chinese dia-
lects, all featuring its basic down jacket line.** Depending on the region, people have dif-
ferent needs for this down jacket. In the videos, you will see completely different ways
of wearing it, by integrating local dialects, these campaigns simultaneously reflect the

linguistic diversity of China and situate products within region-specific consumption

43 Retrieved August 20, 2025 from: https://m.jiemian.com/article/976772 qq.html
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scenarios, fostering emotional and cultural resonance, particularly among younger audi-
ences.* The campaign for Uniqlo’s lightweight down jackets initially aired uniformly in
Japan in early October. By mid-October, the accompanying rap was translated into
Mandarin; however, it did not generate significant attention at that time. It was only on
the first of November, with the release of the final dialect-specific version, that the cam-
paign achieved widespread online engagement. The corresponding Weibo post was
viewed nearly three million times and shared almost 100,000 times. Additionally, the re-
lated hashtag, #UNIQLO Fr 4 rap A §E15 1k# UNIQLO xin shipin rap bunéng tingzhi
“#UNIQLO new video rap can't stop”, garnered 36 million views, indicating the sub-
stantial impact of dialectal localization on consumer interaction and brand visibility.*

This strategy demonstrates the brand’s capacity to tailor global content to local cultural
contexts, enhancing both relevance and authenticity. The deployment of dialect in mar-
keting serves multiple strategic functions. It reinforces accessibility and relatability,
while simultaneously conveying elegance and sophistication. Moreover, it taps into con-
temporary youth culture, where the use of local dialects is associated with ‘coolness’,
local pride, and a sense of belonging. Through this approach, Uniqlo effectively

strengthens its cultural positioning in China, bridging the gap between global brand

4 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
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identity and localized consumer experience, while promoting heightened brand aware-

ness and engagement.*
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Figure 33: UNIQLO - expressions from Z:1b1E Dongbéihua ‘Northeastern Mandarin’:
WAHLEZ zéi la ging “very light’

WRFLIR AN zéi la nudnhuo ‘very warm’

(source: https://m.jiemian.com/article/976772 qq.html)
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Figure 34: UNIQLO - expressions from Cantonese Dialect:
HSHATE hen piu piu ‘very light / floating lightly’

R 555 lien lup lup “very warm / cozy warm’

(source: https://m.jiemian.com/article/976772 qq.html)

46 Retrieved August 20, 2025 from: https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1760337177327430253 &wfr=spider&for=pc
120




4.10 Theoretical implications

4.10.1 Dialect as an Index of realness and sense of place

The case studies prove that dialect works as an important semiotic resource for ground-
ing brands with cultural and geographical specificities. Building from Huang & Chan
(2005) findings it can be understood that dialect is a means through which authenticity is
signaled to consumers, attesting that the product belongs to a certain place and cultural
tradition rather than being just a commodity, Huang and Chan (2005) highlight that Chi-
nese brand naming practices often reflect cultural values, with a preference for names
that resonate semantically and phonetically with local consumers. This approach not on-

ly enhances brand memorability but also fosters a sense of cultural pride and familiarity.

This process can be found in the products of Golden Dragon Fish’s H/EHIE &

Zhonghua didao mian shi “traditional chinese noodles” because the brand naming
choice localizes the product and at the same time takes direct participation in discursive
culinary heritage construction. The brand sells regional distinctiveness while providing a
shot of cultural pride by privileging the city and its dialect.

Thus, A WIE fang ha ndichd ‘Fangha milk tea’ quotes a colloquial phrase from Lan-

zhou and further goes on to show how the most ordinary words of daily speech can be
revalorized as brand markers. This brand works through symbolic familiarity of collo-
quialism which can support Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) proposition that identity is con-

structed by indexical signs recognized and internalized by consumers. The use of dialect
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makes the act of drinking milk tea more than just buying a ready drink but a signifier of

local belonging.
For the TG W4k fang ha ndichd ‘Fangha milk tea branding case , authenticity is less

about ingredients or production methods and more about the product’s ability to evoke
recognizable cultural geographies through language. In such cases, dialect functions as a
linguistic certificate of authenticity—one that feels harder to imitate than vague refer-

ences to “tradition” or “heritage.”

4.10.2. Dialect as an affective and nostalgic tool

Besides being an index of authenticity, dialect also works on the affective plane by emo-
tions of nostalgia, humor, or pride—and even playful irreverence. That would go hand in
hand with Manning’s (2010) argument about “language as commodity”: linguistic forms
circulate not merely as signs to be recognized functionally but also as affective triggers.
Such emotional potential is well demonstrated by VKUEFE RIS /K Bingfeng chéngwéi
qishui ‘Bingfeng orange soda’ soda cans that embed Shaanxi expressions. These words
choice have no product description use at all; rather, their usage unavoidably brings to
consciousness cultural pride, the memory of local speech, and the festive atmosphere of
the New Year. In so doing, Bingfeng turns packaging into a collectible cultural artifact
that brings added symbolic value apart from the drink itself.

YR KE gou shi tang ‘Dog Poop Candy’ and i it 2FAR B Pin pin niti ban jin ‘Pinpin
beef tendon’
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also demonstrate how humor and intergenerational connection can be keyed up through
the use of dialect. In an unusual way, the slogan used in Ji R ¥¥ gou shi tang ‘Dog Poop
Candy’ such as #.H-2¢ pd érduo” henpecked” or 8 1FF bdi Iongménzhén means
‘chatting idly’, These phrases embody what Eckert (2008) describes as the stylistic di-
mension of ‘community practice,” where shared linguistic references and injokes rein-
force group belonging. While anyone can recognize the humor on the surface, their full
cultural resonance is best appreciated by insiders familiar with Sichuanese culture. This
playful use of dialect gives the brand a sense of value and humor, positioning it as ap-
proachable, fun-loving, and familiar rather than distant or formal.

i i ZEAR 5 Pin pin niti bdn jin ‘Pinpin beef tendon’ illustrates how dialectal choices in

branding tap into intergenerational oral traditions, evoking memories of grandparents,
home cooking, and local kitchens. By drawing on these associations, the brand positions
itself within the intimate sphere of family life. As underlined by Childers & Rao (1992)
family influence plays a particularly strong role in the decisive factor, especially in ex-
tended family households where frequent interactions reinforce shared habits and prefer-
ences. As a result, elders’ choices carry significant weight, creating a strong pattern of
intergenerational brand transfer in which consumers remain loyal to the products trusted
by their families

In these examples, dialectal effect is not incidental but central to branding strategies:

dialect words work because they come saturated with social memory, humor, and inti-
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macy such that consumers build an emotional bond with the product that standard lan-

guage might fail to generate.

4.10.3. Dialect as a strategy of differentiation in globalized markets

A third strategic function of the role dialect can play in brand differentiation, especially
in saturated globalized markets. As Bourdieu (2012) frames in his theory of linguistic
capital, language is not regarded as a neutral channel but rather as something that always
carries some social value which can be brought into play for the purpose of distinction.
In the context of branding, dialect constitutes symbolic capital: it represents authenticity,
it localizes and culturally situates the product within a certain community or region
hence setting products apart from their competitors. More significantly, its use denotes
participation in those broader cultural spheres like heritage, tradition, community not
fully accessible using more generic or standardized means of communication. In such
terms, dialect branding does not describe a product but provides it with an attached
symbolic surplus by making an otherwise mundane commodity seem to be a marker of
belonging and recognition. Such symbolism works at these very levels: socially: by ty-
ing the product to shared identity; culturally: by affirming regional pride; and economi-
cally: by social relationships translated into consumer loyalty and brand equity. (Bour-

dieu, 2012)
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The St EX 57 58 Li hé Wang Ldoji fangyan méng hé “Green Box Wanglaoji
Dialect Cute Box” is an example of just this process: through colloquialisms of different
regions across China, the brand finds means to define itself as contemporary and interac-
tive while never losing sight of its heritage identity. This could bring in Androutsopou-
los’ (2010) idea that vernaculars, once on the periphery, are now set into new contexts as
a resource—here for youth culture and consumer involvement. Through dialect, modern-
izes yet localizes at once—heritage with trendiness.

Baman Rice Noodles provides an example of this in its repositioning around the

Hunanese expression #j2% baman, which indexes resilience and pride, a reinterpretation

of a regional word as company motto. This is something else added to place the product
ahead of its competitors; it turns dialect into a symbolic resource capable of conveying
brand personality. What comes out strongly here is that pattern: dialect in branding is
not only cultural but actually forms part of the business strategy that secures competitive
advantage through meeting consumers’ desire for uniqueness and authenticity.

The cases of international companies like IKEA and Uniqlo illustrate how global brands
adapt their messaging to local markets by incorporating regional dialects into their ad-
vertisements in China. According to Kelly-Holmes (2005), this practice exemplifies glo-
calization, a concept further discussed by Pietikdinen & Kelly-Holmes (2013), which re-

fers to the blending of a company’s global corporate identity with local cultural codes.
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In other words, these brands maintain their international image while simultaneously
connecting with local cultural sensibilities.

Western brands often face a double-edged challenge: they are admired for their moderni-
ty and perceived sophistication, yet at the same time, they risk being criticized as in-
struments of cultural imperialism (Tian & Dong, 2011). By using regional dialects,
companies signal respect for local diversity and establish a more intimate, culturally
embedded connection with consumers. This approach allows brands to convey emotion
in a way that resonates with local audiences, fostering familiarity and trust.

Moreover, this strategy challenges the traditional "country-of-origin effect" noted by
Haarmann (1989) and Piller (2006), where foreign products or languages are typically
valued for their association with prestige and cosmopolitanism. In the Chinese context,
however, cultural intimacy—the sense of being embedded in local culture—can be even
more persuasive than the appeal of distant modernity. By embracing local dialects, glob-
al brands prioritize closeness and emotional resonance over simply projecting foreign
sophistication, demonstrating a nuanced understanding of what drives consumer loyalty

and engagement in local markets.
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4.11 Conclusion

The case studies analyzed in this chapter show that the strategic use of dialect in market-
ing is far more than a stylistic choice: it is a powerful tool for creating emotional reso-
nance, authenticity, and consumer loyalty. Chinese brands often use dialect to target re-
gional communities and evoke a sense of belonging, while international companies such
as IKEA and Uniqlo adopt dialectal expressions in localized campaigns to build cultural
legitimacy and connect with consumers on a more personal level. In both domestic and
global contexts, dialect bridges the gap between standardized branding and local identity,
transforming language into a key element of emotional marketing.

This trend is closely tied to generational change. The revival of traditional Chinese cul-
ture, embraced most strongly by Generation Z (Generation Z is the current generation
that has attracted much attention from researchers and practitioners. They are defined as
those who were born after 1995 and are characterized by their digital nativism and
unique characteristics. such as being entrepreneurial, socially conscious, pragmatic, and
diverse (Jayatissa, 2023) is not only influencing consumer behavior but also reshaping
brand strategies. Having grown up during China’s economic rise, this generation dis-
plays a strong cultural confidence and actively seeks products that reflect identity and
heritage. The popularity of innovative traditional snacks and the renewed demand for
regional specialties demonstrate how consumption has become a medium through which

culture is expressed and reimagined. Yet, while many brands focus on the surface appeal
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of tradition, few engage with the deeper narratives and symbolic meanings embedded in

Chinese culture. 4’

47 Retrieved August 19, 2025 from https://www.cbndata.com/information/244536?utm
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CONCLUSIONS

This thesis has examined the multifaceted role of Chinese dialects (77 & fangyan) in so-

ciety and the marketplace, showing that they are far more than just regional speech
forms. Dialects function as cultural, symbolic, and emotional resources that preserve
collective memory, strengthen identity, and connect people. Historically, they have car-
ried meanings of belonging and continuity while reflecting China’s rich geographic and
cultural diversity. Even as Putonghua was promoted as a unifying language, dialects did
not disappear. Instead, they adapted, finding new spaces for expression and proving their
value as living cultural heritage. Their persistence demonstrates both their resilience
against pressures for linguistic unification and their role as living archives of history and
identity, preserving traditions and shared memories.

The analysis of identity showed that dialects are not merely linguistic tools, but powerful
connectors between individuals, families, and communities. For many, dialects carry in-
timacy, emotional closeness, and irreplaceable ties to home and childhood. While the
spread of Putonghua and national language policies have often marginalized regional
varieties, this has not led to their disappearance. Instead, a dynamic balance has emerged:
standardization supports mobility, education, and economic growth, while dialects re-
main powerful symbols of cultural pride and resistance. The recent revival of dialects in

digital culture shows that younger generations are reimagining them as tools for creativi-
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ty, identity expression, and cultural preservation. What once seemed to be fading is be-
ing reinvented as a meaningful marker of authenticity and belonging in modern China.

The central finding of this research is the importance of dialects in the economic sphere,
especially in marketing and branding. The case studies presented show that the deliber-
ate use of dialects can give brands a competitive edge by fostering trust, authenticity,
and emotional connection with consumers. Dialects carry layers of cultural memory,
shared experience, and emotional resonance. They evoke a sense of “groundedness” — a
feeling of connection to place, family, and tradition — which creates a distinctive brand
identity in a competitive market. This emotional closeness cannot be fully replicated by
the standardized language of Pufonghua. Dialects allow brands to become cultural par-
ticipants, not just commercial actors, strengthening consumer loyalty, especially for
products tied to everyday life and tradition such as food and beverages. This demon-
strates that dialects can be intentionally leveraged as powerful marketing tools that blend

heritage with brand storytelling.

Limitations of the study

While redacting this study I have encountered several inherent challenges that shape
both its scope and methodology. For what concern the access to authentic marketing
cases, many brands do not explicitly disclose their linguistic strategies, necessitating ex-
tensive fieldwork or comprehensive secondary research to uncover relevant examples al-

so, the considerable regional variation among Chinese dialects further complicates anal-
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ysis, as achieving sufficient representation of diverse linguistic contexts across China
required broader instruments. Language barriers constitute another obstacle, given that
thorough analysis requires deep familiarity with multiple Sinitic varieties, many of
which lack standardized written forms. Methodologically, the representativity of find-
ings is constrained, since dialect-based marketing campaigns are often context-specific
and may not readily generalize across sectors or regions. Additionally, the inherently
subjective nature of cultural meaning and emotional resonance requires qualitative inter-
pretation, which adds complexity to the analysis. Finally, this research navigates sensi-
tive terrain involving language policy and identity politics, while evolving national lan-

guage regulations may affect the relevance and applicability of the findings over time.

Implications

This research shows that Chinese dialects hold significant cultural, social, and economic
value. They are far more than regional speech forms — they are powerful tools for
building identity, preserving cultural continuity, and fostering emotional connection. For
international brands entering the Chinese market, understanding and leveraging dialects
offers a unique competitive advantage. Dialect use can help brands stand out in a crowd-
ed marketplace by creating authenticity, trust, and emotional resonance with local con-
sumers. Rather than seeing linguistic diversity as an obstacle, brands can treat it as a
strategic asset — one that enables deeper engagement, strengthens brand loyalty, and

aligns products with local culture and tradition.
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Future Perspectives

Future research could expand this study in several ways. It could explore dialect use in
marketing across more industries and regions to test how broadly these findings apply.
Long-term studies could examine how changing language policies, digital trends, and
consumer attitudes shape dialect use in branding over time. Comparative research—both
across Chinese regions and internationally—could deepen understanding of how lan-
guage, identity, and commerce interact. Integrating quantitative methods, such as con-
sumer surveys and experiments, could strengthen findings and measure dialect impact
more precisely. Ultimately, further research can guide marketers, policymakers, and lin-
guists in navigating the intersection of language, culture, and commerce in an intercon-
nected world.

In sum, this thesis has argued that Chinese dialects remain powerful cultural and sym-
bolic resources. They navigate the tension between past and present, local identity and
national integration, heritage and modernity. Their vitality comes from their adaptability,
their ability to reappear in new contexts, and their capacity to do more than communi-
cate — to carry meaning, emotion, and identity. In society and in marketing, dialects
embody authenticity, intimacy, and pride, bridging individual identity and collective be-
longing. Far from relics of the past, they are living, evolving forces shaping both culture

and consumer behavior in contemporary China.
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