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ABSTRACT

Chinese dialects are diverse and have a long history, while the promotion of Mandarin has, to some extent, impact-
ed the usage of dialects, creating a reciprocal relationship between the two. As a result, code-switching (CS) between
Mandarin and dialects frequently occurs in daily conversations. According to Giles' (1991) Accommodation Theory,
CS is not random but is influenced by convergence and divergence strategies. The TV program Tian Tian Xiang Shang
serves as a linguistic program, in which both the hosts, who come from different dialect regions, and guests from vari-
ous areas frequently engage in CS during their interactions. This study, focusing on episodes of Tian Tian Xiang Shang
from 2013 episodes, identified CS between Mandarin and Wu, Cantonese, Min, Xiang, and Northern dialects. Among
these, CS between Mandarin and Northern dialects occurred most frequently. The hosts tended to adopt convergence
strategies to reduce the psychological distance with the guests, whereas the guests were more inclined to use their na-
tive dialects to highlight regional characteristics. CS between Mandarin and dialects serves multiple functions, including
signaling the speaker's identity, mitigating negative effects of communication content, adding humor to conversations,
and reducing the psychological distance between communicators. This research not only sheds light on the sociolinguis-
tic dynamics of CS in Chinese media discourse but also contributes to a deeper understanding of how dialectal diversity
is preserved and negotiated in a modern, Mandarin-dominant communicative setting.
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1. Introduction

Mandarin, as the national common language of Chi-
na, its promotion, popularization, and standardized use not
only concern the linguistic and cultural life of the nation
but also inevitably impact the usage of Chinese dialects .
Since the 1990s, China has continuously conducted cam-
paigns to promote Mandarin. In 2015, the Chinese Lan-
guage Resources Protection Project was launched, and
Mandarin and Chinese dialects, as essential resources of
Chinese linguistic life, exhibit a relationship of mutual
influence to some extent *. This study focuses on the
phenomenon of Mandarin-dialect code-switching (CS) in
speech communication, specifically in spoken conversa-
tions, where CS occurs between Mandarin and various
Chinese dialects.

However, collecting spoken data from everyday life
for CS research has certain drawbacks. For example, un-
equal language proficiency and differing communication
attitudes between interlocutors can significantly limit the
occurrence of CS or affect its specific content ', Television
programs, particularly entertainment shows, are an im-
portant part of social language and culture, and they more
directly reflect the current state of national language use.
Additionally, TV programs undergo layers of approval by
relevant Chinese language and cultural authorities, making
them a representative reflection of the official status of the
development of the Chinese language, and they are more
typical than everyday spoken dialogues /.

This study examines Mandarin-dialect CS in speech
communication, focusing on spoken dialogues where
CS occurs between Mandarin and Chinese dialects. The
TV program Tian Tian Xiang Shang is chosen as the data
source for this study to explore which dialects are typically
involved in CS with Mandarin, and to analyze the strate-
gies that trigger CS based on the Speech Accommodation
Theory “.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Accommodation Theory

Sociolinguistics posits that social factors can have a
series of influences on language behavior, and due to dif-

ferent social characteristics, language produces various

variants. However, traditional sociolinguistics tends to
emphasize the connection between linguistic variants and
objective social variants, while downplaying the subjective
factors such as the speaker’s emotions, values, and moti-
vations, which are also crucial . Giles et al. argued that
when studying language variants, it was not enough to sim-
ply examine how linguistic variants were formed "’ it was
also important to explore the reasons behind their forma-
tion. Both the participants’ objective social characteristics
and their subjective emotional factors played a vital role in
the production of language variants and the determination
of language behavior. To this end, Giles et al. proposed
the Accommodation Theory 7, which asserted that speak-
ers sometimes adjusted their language or speech style to
accommodate their interlocutors, either by aligning their
speech to resemble the other person’s language (Language
Convergence) or by deliberately highlighting differences
through divergence (Language Divergence). Convergence
could be further subdivided into upward convergence or
downward convergence. Various types of speech adjust-
ment reflected a psychological phenomenon manifested in
language, which could be seen in aspects such as phonet-
ics, vocabulary, content, speaking speed, and language
style shifts .

The Accommodation Theory included four sub-
theories °\. The first, the “Similarity Attraction Theory,”
held a dominant position. This theory suggested that
people were most attracted to those who share similar
beliefs, values, and attitudes toward things. Giles argued
that “convergence” was the most used method for gain-
ing social approval ', and the greater a person’s need for
recognition, the more likely they were to converge. How-
ever, whether a person chose convergence or divergence
to maximize benefits and minimize losses was supported
by the “Social Exchange Theory.” When a listener noticed
that a speaker converges or diverges from their language
style, they would first evaluate the speaker’s motives and
then attribute the reasons for their behavior. This was the
third theory, the “Causal Attribution Theory.” However, in
many situations, convergence might not necessarily yield
beneficial results. Members of different social groups of-
ten compared their social value within the group, and they
believed that racial groups could only gain more social

prestige by maintaining their distinct characteristics. This
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brought us to the fourth theory— the “Intergroup Distinc-
tiveness Theory.”

2.2. Relative Research on CS

The phenomenon of CS gained the attention of lin-
guists as early as the 20th century, with one of the earliest
scholars to study it being Uriel Weinreich et al. . Wein-
reich et al. regarded it as a deliberate marker signaling
quotations to the listener . Since the 1970s, research on
CS has mainly followed four approaches: grammatical
studies, psycholinguistics, conversation analysis, and so-
ciolinguistics """, Most studies have focused on bilingual
populations, with relatively fewer studies addressing mul-
tilingual or dialectal contexts.

Early research on CS was predominantly concentrat-
ed in the grammatical studies, focusing on two primary

11,12)
, €X-

areas. First, the constraints on CS were explored
amining factors that limit the scope of its usage. For exam-
ple, Poplack discovered that such constraints mainly arise
from the grammatical systems of the languages involved !"”).
Differences in these systems mean that CS often occurs at
the surface structure of sentences rather than deeper levels.
However, these studies were largely limited to the interac-
tion between two languages and lacked broader linguistic
generalizations ",

Second, researchers analyzed the grammatical char-
acteristics of segments where CS occurs """, For instance,
Yang noted that written CS often adopts the syntax of the
first language "', with only occasional use of complete for-
eign syntactic structures. Single-word switches typically
involve content words, while function words rarely un-
dergo CS. Zhang found that 58% of CS occurred between
sentences "', CS is not arbitrary; 76% of instances serve to
clarify information, and the more frequent its occurrence,
the greater the need for course-related technical term ex-
planations.

The primary task of psycholinguistics is to reveal
brain activity during CS *). Comparatively, research on CS
from a psycholinguistic perspective is relatively scarce "*.

In conversation analysis, the focus is on the sequen-
tial structure of conversational behavior and the mutual in-
fluence between conversational turns. While this approach
provides precise descriptions of linguistic phenomena, its

explanatory power regarding the characteristics and causes

of CS is relatively limited "”. For instance, Wang and
Zheng observed that CS often appears in the third turn of
teacher-student dialogue sequences ",

From the perspective of sociolinguistics, research on
CS often analyzes its causes through the lens of linguistic
adaptability and appropriateness '), Pragmatically, CS is
one of the optimal choices for conveying information and
expressing communicative intent, representing a form of
inter-cultural communicative competence. Thus, from a
pragmatic perspective, CS serves various pragmatic func-
tions . The value of a code arises from its communica-
tive functions, which can be categorized into semantic
value, relational value, affective value, and stylistic value.
For example, in the case of CS between Mandarin and a
Chinese dialect, the semantic value is reflected in Manda-
rin’s function as a lingua franca versus the dialect’s con-
fidentiality. Relational and affective values are evident in
switches influenced by interpersonal relationships and psy-
chological proximity, while stylistic value is demonstrated
in switches driven by situational or individual expressive
style factors.

In summary, the focus of CS research has primarily
been on clarifying its definition and current major clas-

521 The conceptual definition of CS revolves

sifications
around two main points: a.Whether to differentiate be-
tween inter-sentential and intra-sentential switching and
whether to include inter-sentential alternation within the
scope of CS . b. Whether the switching codes are re-
stricted to languages or whether secondary language vari-
ants, like the dialects, can also participate in CS **'.

The prevailing view in the academic is that CS en-
compasses any instance where a new code enters a linguis-
tic fragment composed of an existing code. These codes
can originate from any language variant and include formal
or informal variants within a single language . This study
specifically focuses on CS between Chinese dialects—
considered secondary linguistic variants of Mandarin—
and Mandarin itself, without distinguishing between inter-
sentential and intra-sentential CS.

2.3. Research on CS in Dialects

The codes involved in CS can be numerous, and they

may belong to different levels of the language continuum ",

such as a language itself, regional dialects, or formal vari-

437



Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 07 | July 2025

ants of a language **', as well as informal variants like jar-
gon or female language ™. The phenomenon of CS in bi-
lingual populations shares similarities with the alternation
of dialectal variables within urban speech communities "'\

Earlier, Ferguson examined four bilingual communi-
ties—Classical Arabic and Egyptian Arabic, Ancient Greek
and Modern Greek, Standard German and Swiss German,
and Standard French and Haitian Creole—observing that
in each community, one language variant dominates an-

% The dominant variant is referred to as the “high

other
variety,” while the subordinate variant is the “low variety.”
High and low varieties differ in their functions, usage con-
texts, prestige, literary status, and methods of learning or
acquisition, with members of the speech community treat-
ing them in markedly different ways """,

There is a distinction between high and low varieties,
with the high variety rarely used in daily conversation.
In contrast, in communities where standard language and
dialect coexist, the standard language is very close to the
underlying dialect, and its speakers may use the standard
language to some extent in daily conversations. Therefore,
the standard language only assumes the role of the high va-
riety in speech communities that are distinct from the basic
dialect community ",

Ferguson also argued that Chinese communities are
a prime example of bilingual phenomena, with Chinese
representing one of the largest instances of diglossia in
confirmed cases “***, Mandarin Chinese (spoken) is con-
sidered a standard language in the low variety “*. Albirini
confirmed Ferguson’s assertion by studying CS between
dialects and standard language in religious speeches, po-
litical debates, and football commentary, showing that dia-
lects and standard languages indeed serve as high and low
varieties, respectively ">,

Some research on CS between Mandarin and Chi-
nese dialects, mainly focused on exploring the reasons for
CS and the functions and significance of CS. In Chinese
emigrant populations, migration often occurs at the family
level, with native dialects typically maintained within the
family domain. Research on CS in such immigrant groups
often involves dialects. Huang explored the use of CS be-
tween the dialects, Mandarin, and Changshu dialect among
female immigrants in the Changshu area through record-

ings and interviews ¥, Huang found that the choice of

language in communication is closely related to their liv-
ing environment "*, and Mandarin is the preferred choice
for communication in unfamiliar contexts. The unmarked
CS between Mandarin and Changshu dialect is an essential
skill in their work and daily life ™. Chang argued that CS
between Mandarin and Manchu in literary works falls un-
der the category of language divergence **. The Manchu
CS plays an important role in the protagonist’s identity
construction, expressing the author’s emotional connection
to their ethnic group and reconstructing and highlighting
the ethnic identity of the protagonist %,

In addition to research on CS between Mandarin and
Chinese dialects, there are also instances of CS between
dialects and non-Chinese languages due to complex his-
torical factors. For example, the research on Cantonese-
English CS has mainly focused on the Hong Kong region,
with more attention paid to bilingual speakers’ identity
and ideological consciousness . Shan found that not
only in Hong Kong but also among locals in Guangzhou,
Cantonese-Mandarin and Cantonese-English CS occurs ..
Furthermore, younger people and minors tend to engage
in CS much more frequently than the elderly. Cantonese-
Mandarin CS often involves sentence-level shifts, while
Cantonese-English CS tends to occur with proper nouns
and specific terms, with very few sentence-level shifts ',

Television programs are often selected as samples
for studying CS. Li selected 47 episodes of the program
Tian Tian Xiang Shang in 2012 as samples and found three
types of CS: Chinese to English (257 instances), Mandarin
to dialects (76 instances), and Chinese to Korean (13 in-
stances) .. Li collected data from two television programs
and argued that the Mandarin to Hunan dialect CS in Yue
Ce Yue Kai Xin and Mandarin to Shanghai dialect CS in 4
La Ping Pang Xiang were caused by adjustments to lan-
guage realities, social conventions, and the psychological
motivations of the speakers *”. Shao analyzed three types
of CS in the talk show Jin Ye 80 Hou “”'. The Mandarin to
dialect category included Mandarin to Northeast dialect,
Mandarin to Wu dialect, and Mandarin to Cantonese dia-
lect, while the other two categories involved Chinese to
foreign languages and CS between different stylistic reg-
isters. The author suggested that CS serves as a pragmatic
strategy in talk shows, with pragmatic values such as con-

ciseness and indirectness.
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The Mandarin referred to in this study is the con-
temporary standard Chinese, based on the Beijing pronun-
ciation as the standard, using Northern Mandarin as the
base dialect, and using the grammar norms of exemplary
modern vernacular literature as the standard for the com-
mon language of the Han Chinese people . Dialects
refer to the officially recognized Chinese dialects and their
subcategories. There is still controversy regarding the
classification of dialects, such as the “Ten-region theory”
or the “Seven-region theory” ", but the “Seven-region
theory” is more widely accepted, which includes Wu, Min,
Yue, Xiang, Northern dialects, Gan, and Hakka dialects *'".
This study uses all episodes of the 2013 Tian Tian Xiang
Shang program as the source for language communication
research, investigating the types of CS between Mandarin
and dialects, and analyzing the reasons for the CS accord-
ing to Accommodation Theory .

Accordingly, this study attempts to answer the fol-
lowing questions:

1. In the Tian Tian Xiang Shang program, which dia-
lects and Mandarin occur CS?

2. According to Giles et al.’s Accommodation Theo-
ry, what CS strategies did the host and guests employ, and
what different effects did these strategies have "'?

3. What is the influence of CS on the atmosphere of

the conversation and the conversation partners?

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Procedure

First, using a qualitative research method, this study
summarizes the types of CS forms in the Tian Tian Xiang
Shang program from 2013 (52 episodes, each about 90 min-
utes long)—specifically, the different types of dialect CS in
terms of their linguistic expression. Second, the researcher
introduces Accommodation Theory . Using a quantitative
research method, the frequency and proportion of different
accommodation strategies corresponding to CS are calculat-
ed, illustrating that the occurrence of CS from Mandarin to a
certain dialect is due to individuals employing either conver-
gence or divergence strategies. Finally, the study explores
the pragmatic value of Mandarin-dialect CS, attempting to
summarize the roles or effects of such CS on the content of

the conversation and the conversation partners.

3.2. Instrument of Study

The Tian Tian Xiang Shang program is very suit-
able as a source of Mandarin-dialect CS data, because it
represents the dialects from all China. The program has
the following characteristics: First, the host team comes
from diverse regional cultural backgrounds and holds a
positive attitude toward dialects. The five hosts of Tian
Tian Xiang Shang each are proficient in different dialects,
such as Wang Han (Changsha, Xiang dialect), Qian Feng
(Shanghai, Wu dialect), Tian Yuan (Shijiazhuang, Northern
dialects), Ou Hansheng (Taiwan, Minnan dialect), and Jin
Ensheng (South Korea, Korean). All of them can speak flu-
ent Mandarin and have strong expression abilities.

Second, the cultural backgrounds and industries of
the guests are diverse, which enhances the generalizabil-
ity of the study. In Tian Tian Xiang Shang, conversations
between the hosts and guests are the most frequent and co-
herent. The guests’ self-introductions in the program often
use dialect, and the content is more original. It is also of
research significance to depict the occurrence and charac-
teristics of CS.

Third, the program is widely recognized and influen-
tial, making the research findings of practical significance.
Tian Tian Xiang Shang is a cultural public welfare talk
show produced by Hunan TV, one of the flagship pro-
grams. The program focuses on topics related to national
moral etiquette and features conversations between the five
hosts and the guests. Research on CS based on this pro-
gram can reflect the current phenomenon of CS in society,
particularly the use and relative status of Mandarin and
dialects, providing valuable reference materials for future
research, reports, or policies.

The Tian Tian Xiang Shang began in 2008, with the
hosting lineup undergoing continuous adjustments and
changes. Since 2012, the five hosts mentioned above have
been fixed. After a period of adjustment among the hosts
in 2012, their collaboration became more harmonious in
2013, with clearer division of labor, making it more suit-
able instrument of this study. However, following this pe-
riod, the hosting lineup underwent further changes. There-
fore, this study will analyze 52 episodes of the Tian Tian
Xiang Shang from 2013, spanning from episode 20130104
to episode 20131227.
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3.3. Data Analysis

This study collects dialogues involving CS from Tian
Tian Xiang Shang through replaying the episodes. First,
the types of dialectal codes are identified and counted.
Then, based on the preceding and following context of
the CS, the study analyzes whether the CS is caused by
convergence or divergence strategies, in accordance with
Accommodation Theory ", and counts the occurrences.
Typical examples of CS are extracted and analyzed as case
studies in this research.

4. Findings

4.1. The Source of Dialect Codes in Verbal
Communication

The results show that the dialect codes appearing in
the program are diversified and cover a wide range. Ac-
cording to the classification by Huang and Liao *"), the cat-
egories of codes collected in this study account for more
than half of the seven major Chinese dialects, such as Wu,
Min, Cantonese, Xiang, and Northern dialects. All the data
in the following text are transcribed from videos, with the
dialect code parts highlighted in bold and underlined to
distinguish them from the Mandarin code.

4.1.1. Wu Dialect

Wu dialect is distributed in Zhejiang, southern Ji-
angsu, Shanghai, southern Anhui, northeastern Jiangxi, and
the northern corner of Fujian in China. The Shanghai dia-
lect is a variety of Wu Chinese. The host introduced guests
in Shanghainese in example (1).

(1) Wang Han: 4> K PK ¥ 52 WS 5 T 2 e e 2 —
AN, FBFREE. LR R%. (Which two schools

are competing today? One is, Tongji University. Shanghai

Tongji University)

Tian Yuan: 5 —>Z. (The other one.)

Wang Han: 1§73 K. (Xi’an Jiaotong University.)

(20130607)

In Example (1), the host Wang Han, while introduc-
ing the program’s topic, mentioned Tongji University
located in Shanghai. He immediately used Shanghainese,
which is a variety of Wu Chinese, to refer to the univer-
sity’s name. This not only highlighted the geographical

feature of Tongji University but also helped strengthen the
connection with the guest from the university, expressing a

warm welcome to them.

4.1.2. Min Dialect

Min dialect is primarily spoken in Fujian, but it is
also found in southern Zhejiang, Taiwan, Guangdong,
Hainan, and overseas. One of the hosts of Tian Tian Xiang
Shang, Ou Hansheng, is from Taiwan, and the Taiwanese
dialect belongs to the Minnan branch of the Min language
family.

(2) Ou Hansheng: 2PRH ., RAS 5 J& HAE 7R R L 2
(Miao Yang, where were you born?)

Guest: Frin K, RG24 Dk Egiimi. L
SR FHHEBENMN. (I grew up in Singapore, and then
at 24, I left Singapore. My father and grandfather are both

Fujian people.)

Ou Hansheng: H%, @& AW, RFHREF. (Oh,
Fujian people! Hello, hello.)

(20130405)

In example (2), the guest was a returning overseas

Chinese. He used CS to demonstrate his ability to speak
Minnan and his love for his hometown. Meanwhile, the
host from Taiwan switched to Minnan after confirming the
guest’s shared hometown identity, completing their ex-

change in the dialect.

4.1.3. Cantonese

Cantonese, commonly referred to as “Baihua,” is one
of the earliest Chinese dialects studied by foreign research-
ers. As a result, it has its distinct name in English, “Can-
tonese.”

(3) Wang Han: £ F R4 RENHF 1, kKA
FHEI), FKE1H., (Next, let me introduce the next guest,
from Hong Kong, Zhang Yanbo.)

Ou Hansheng: # # A\, {RI#F #. (A Hong Kong
person, hello!)

Guest: KU, Ak ET . (Hello everyone, I'm
Zhang Yanbo.)

(20130705)

The original forms of many proper nouns, such as
names, come from the corresponding dialect phonetic

systems. However, with increasing economic and cultural
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exchanges, people from mainland China have also learned
the Cantonese pronunciation of simple words, such as
“hello.” Although Ou Hansheng is not from a Cantonese-
speaking region, he still used Cantonese to bridge the gap

and create a closer connection with the guest.

4.1.4. Xiang Dialect

Xiang dialect is the main language spoken by the Xi-
ang people living in the Xiang River basin and its tributar-
ies. “Xiang” is the abbreviation for Hunan province. Host
Wang Han, who resides in Changsha, is very familiar with
the dialects within Hunan. Many of the guests are also
from Hunan, so it is common to have conversations in Xi-
ang Chinese.

(4) Wang Han: K— N—HJiEM] H CRBILIR T
(Let’s each say one thing to prove you’re a girl from Taoji-
ang.)

Guest: hello, KFIF, AL, REZETWHR
FHBEAETL, MR TR Z AR (&) 08 &K
¥4, #Hiht. (Hello, everyone, my name is Deng Wei,

I come from the beautiful Taohua River in Yiyang, and

I am a student at Hunan Arts Vocational College, class
of 2008. Thank you.)
Qian Feng: M, K4f 7T .
(20131025)
Tian Tian Xiang Shang was on the local Hunan TV

(Wow, that’s great.)

station, so most of the audience were from Hunan. It was
quite common for both parties on stage to speak the local
dialect of Hunan. This could be due to a desire to identify
the program with its regional origin, or to enhance the
show’s effect by assuming that the local dialect is the one
most understood by the audience, making it easier for them
to provide feedback. Taojiang is located in Hunan prov-
ince, and the guest used the Taojiang dialect to highlight

regional identity.

4.1.5. Northern Dialects

Northern dialects, also known as Guanhua, is the
most widely spoken Chinese dialect in terms of the number
of native speakers and geographic distribution. The name
comes from the ancient Chinese term for the official stand-
ard language. The following three examples use Northern

dialects:

(5) Guest: KT, R H AR EITE K A4 1 2
B 2011 Ze sk A5, FOE LR GFE A (Hello, every-
one, I’'m Zhang Rongwei from the 2011 class of the School
of Communication at Fujian Normal University, and I'm
from Jinan, Shandong.)

Tian Yuan, Qian Feng & Ou Hansheng: LR AN,
(Oh, a Shandong person.)

(20130816)

(6) Ou Hansheng: 71 & S PRI 777250 2 58 24 HiL 1)
A
local girlfriend.)

Wang Han: A~ — @ B, kAR IXFE. A
LB NS W D= (Y AL T

don’t do it that way. Brother Han knows so many regional

(The fastest way to learn a language is to get a

(Not necessarily. |

dialects. It’s dangerous!)

Qian Feng: JiRJ2XFE. (So that’s how it is.)

Wang Han: BB RGFHRZEKE, REBIRI.
IR AMR. (The one I speak best is Chongqing dialect,
let me tell you. It’s really scary.)

(20130705)

(7) Guest: RZhf, FLAERTE, Z2EELA-
(Hello, everyone, my name is Wang Ruozhang, and I’'m
from Hefei, Anhui.)

Ou Hansheng: & [ 4™ 0> BF B8 i 'F M. (Oh my
heart, spleen, lungs, and kidneys!)

Tian Yuan: 24 74, ZFZU#FHEE. (So, your
name is Wang Ruozhang.)

(20130816)

In example (5), the Jinan dialect of Shandong, in ex-

ample (6), the Chongqing dialect, and in example (7), the
Hefei dialect of Anhui, all belong to the sub-dialects under
northern dialects: Jilu Mandarin, Southwest Mandarin, and
Jianghuai Mandarin, respectively. In Example (6), when
Ou Hansheng pointed out that the key to learning a dialect
was having a girlfriend who speaks it, the host Wang Han
(who was married with a Chongqing native) expressed
“shock” and quickly clarified in authentic Chongqing
dialect, emphasizing that his most proficient dialect was
indeed Chongqing dialect. Through humor, he crafted an
image of being devoted to his wife. In example (7), when
Ou Hansheng and Tian Yuan met the Anhui guest, they
immediately began speaking in the tone of Anhui Huagu
Opera to get closer to the guest.

A count of the frequency of dialect usage shows that
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Northern dialects appeared 248 times, far more than any
other dialect. This is directly related to the diversity of its
sub-dialects. The next most frequently used dialect was Xi-
ang Chinese, with 64 occurrences; followed by Cantonese
(48), Min Chinese (32), and Wu Chinese (12).

4.2. The Reasons for CS in Verbal Communi-
cation

Giles noted that a communicator’s accent may
change depending on the person they are communicating
with. These changes in pronunciation can be categorized
into two types: accent convergence or accent divergence ).
Giles termed the reduction of differences as accent con-
vergence and the enhancement of differences as accent
divergence **'. Giles then proposed speech accommodation
strategies, which formed the core of the communication
Accommodation Theory "**). Giles believed that whether a
speaker adopts a convergent or divergent strategy in com-
munication depends on their social motivations: whether
they are inclined to please the other person or to distance
themselves from the listener **. Therefore, speech ac-
commodation strategies essentially view CS as a model of
marked choices.

This section includes both the guests’ and hosts’ ver-
bal communication as part of the statistical analysis of CS
accommodation strategies, identifying and counting the
instances where hosts and guests adopt convergent or di-

vergent strategies.

4.2.1. CS Triggered by a Convergence Strat-
egy

Giles pointed out that in actual communication, when
one party adopts a convergence strategy, the other party
often reciprocates with a convergence strategy as well /).
This is demonstrated in examples (8) and (9):

(8) Guest: KIS R PH, >k H U228 K, &
Bk, AR TEL.

from Xi’an Jiaotong University, majoring in Economics,

(My name is Gao Leyang, I'm

and I’m in my second year of undergraduate studies.)

Tian Yuan: B JLA? (Where are you from?)

Guest: ERBETEA, A&#A. (I’m from Shaanxi,
alocal.)

Wang Han: BEPE A . £731R. (A Shaanxi person.

Very nice.)

(20130607)

Example (8) presents a simpler case. When the
guest switched from Mandarin to their hometown dialect,
Shaanxi dialect, taking an active divergence strategy, Wang
Han noticed the change in the code and attempts to con-
tinue the conversation in Shaanxi dialect, thus adopting a
responsive convergence strategy. Since the show often has
multiple hosts and guests on stage, situations like the one
in Example (9) with multiple communicators are common:

(9) Guest: RZHF, SMERFALF, REAKH
TTrBURMEERAR. #AE) BE AR, (Helo

everyone, greetings to all the hosts, I’m also from the

Anshan Steel Group in Liaoning, working as an electri-

cal inspector in the hot rolling mill.)

Wang Han: K %€ %, 4{R %€ #&? (Why are you
laughing? Why are you laughing?)

Tian Yuan: ZA1EE L AR 4 Yl i .
people from Anshan speak.)

Wang Han: Mg B ZE JL 4R ? (What’s going on with
you?)

Qian Feng: #t #8 K & k. (We all have a thick
tongue.)

Guest: ¥ A 2 'F 5K, I %E. (A bit nervous,
sorry.)

(20131004)

In Example (9), the guest’s expression has a distinc-

(This is how

tive northeastern dialect accent and can’t speak Mandarin.
Fearing that the guest might feel embarrassed about his
accent, all the hosts abandon Mandarin and switch to the
northeast dialect to respond. In doing so, they reduce the
language differences and close the distance with the guest.
Example (9) should also be viewed as an instance of a con-
vergence strategy.

A descriptive statistical analysis categorizes the ac-
commodation strategies adopted by both the hosts and
guests. Based on the number of occurrences, the two
groups together employed convergence strategies 315
times (excluding 7 performances of dialect songs), ac-
counting for about 77.8% of the total strategy occurrences
(Table 1).

From a group perspective, the hosts’ convergence
attitude is more prominent than that of the guests, often

expressing it by speaking in the guests’ hometown dialects.
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This suggests that the hosts actively cater to the guests in
order to show warmth and care, reducing any sense of dis-

tance between them. On the other hand, guests do not need

to accommodate the hosts excessively, unless the host uses
the guest’s dialect, after which the guest may also use the

dialect to confirm the host’s pronunciation is correct.

Table 1. Convergence Strategies Adopted by Each Group.

Speaker Converging Toward Frequency
Guests 210
Hosts
Other Hosts 57
Hosts 39
Guests
Other Guests 9

4.2.2. CS Triggered by a Divergence Strategy

China has promulgated policies and regulations in
2004, 2005, 2009, and 2014, emphasizing the standardized
use of language in television media and imposing restric-
tions and requirements on the use of dialects and Manda-
rin. The “Notice on Further Reaffirming the Use of Stand-
ardized Language in TV Dramas” (Guangfa Juzi [2005]
No. 560) states that “dialects and non-standard Mandarin
should not be used in general.” Since Mandarin has been
widely accepted by the urban population across the coun-
try, CS from dialects to Mandarin in TV programs is typi-
cally considered an unmarked choice, while switching
from Mandarin to dialect is regarded as a marked choice.
Therefore, this study excludes situations where a speaker
uses a dialect and the listener responds in Mandarin, but
includes instances where speakers switch from Mandarin
to a dialect after initially speaking in Mandarin.

Example (8) in the previous section is a typical case
of a divergence strategy. After the host asks a question in
Mandarin, the guest responds in a dialect. This is also the
most common way of using the divergence strategy. Since
Tian Tian Xiang Shang is a talk show, portraying dialect
speakers is part of the performance in the show. The fol-
lowing examples illustrate CS divergence strategies as part
of role-playing, showing the individual’s distinctiveness.

(10) Guest: FK H 11175, (I'm from Shanxi.)

Tian Yuan: 586 )L ? (Where in Shanxi?)

Guest: PG KJR . (Taiyuan, Shanxi.)

Tian Yuan: =555 2 2% K5 1E. (Brother Han is
especially good at learning Taiyuan dialect.)

Wang Han: &2 6 K [F1E. FEL KA, o
HR FRAEPAEE. (I'm speaking Datong dialect. I've

been to Datong, and they think there are only two prob-
lems in the world.)

Tian Yuan: {4 A& ? (What problems?)

Wang Han: A\ ZE H A AR, — A2z
AR, — AW . BRI A, A
%A . (Life only has two problems: one is the
food problem, and the other is the drinking problem. As

long as these two problems are solved, there are no prob-
lems in life.)

(20131004)

(11) Wang Han: a8 i AR 0 47 %, 838 K,
SRR L P AR T ALY . BRFEBHRIAKR,
KEEAERT? (People from Xinjiang are especially
hospitable. They’ve traveled a long way and brought many

gifts for our friends here—Xinjiang fruits. Does anyone

want some?)

Ou Hansheng: #, (Yes.)

(20131004)

In Example (10), the Shanxi guest didn’t use the
Shanxi dialect (Northwest dialect) to greet everyone, but
host Wang Han, to highlight his proficiency in Shanxi dia-
lect, integrated it into his expression, portraying himself as
a local Shanxi man, making him stand out from the other
hosts. In Example (11), after the host used Mandarin to ex-
plain, he switched to a dialect to ask the audience a ques-
tion, role-playing as a person from Xinjiang. This was also
a divergence strategy.

Based on the statistics from the five episodes men-
tioned above, the hosts and guests together used diver-
gence strategies 89 times (Table 2). There was no instance
where a speaker used one dialect while the listener used a
different dialect for the conversation.

Compared to the hosts, the guests seem to use diver-

443



Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 07 | July 2025

gence strategies more frequently. Most of the time, when a
speaker adopts a divergence strategy, it is not necessarily to
create distance from the interlocutor, but rather to highlight
or mark a certain social identity for themselves or others.
The identity most closely related to dialects is regional
cultural identity, as seen in Example (8). The insertion of
dialect code during a guest’s self-introduction is a typical
example. Many guests, at this point, have not yet started a
conversation with the hosts, and their self-introduction is
mainly directed at the audience, sometimes even featuring
iconic phrases such as “Hello, everyone,” as shown in Ex-
ample (12):

(12) Southwest University Student: # 37 P4 7,

piva
5

FRTN. BATRATIE K. “RIp” BIR, #Ef!

(Standing out in the Southwest, studying and traveling the

world. We are from Southwest University. “The stove”
Chongqing, let’s go!)
(20130712)

In this example, the Southwest University student,

during their introduction to the audience, briefly stated
their identity as a student from Southwest University in
Chonggqing, intentionally switching to Sichuan dialect at
the end of the sentence to emphasize this social identity.
This divergence strategy was not meant to express dislike
toward the audience or hosts, but rather to emphasize their
identity.

Table 2. Divergence Strategies Adopted by Each Group.

Speaker Diverging Toward Frequency
Guests 33
Hosts
Other Hosts 4
Hosts 46
Guests
Other Guests 6

4.3. The Functions of Dialect Codes in Verbal
Communication

4.3.1. Shaping the Identity of the Speaker

Language is a unique communication tool for hu-
mans, and its instrumental and subordinate status has long
been recognized by the world. On the other hand, tools
also shape people, and language, like clothing and behav-
ior, influences its users in various ways during its use "**..
Language, dialects, and other code systems not only serve
as recorders but also as bearers. In particular, dialects, with
their independence, stability, and regional characteristics,
carry the developmental trajectory of local culture **'.
Many folkloric cultural details, phonological information,
collective cognition, and perception that failed to enter or
were forced out of the macro historical vision are recorded
in dialects. Language is the most direct and explicit marker
of identity, which is reflected in two main aspects.

First, the diversification of code types leads to a rich-
er representation of the speaker’s identity. The direct result
of CS is the introduction of new codes, which, whether in
the form of new language fragments or not, reflect to some

extent the speaker’s life experiences or imprints *. There-

fore, the diversification of code types due to CS enriches
the depiction of the speaker’s identity to the listener.
Second, the flexibility of CS signifies the duality and
fluidity of the speaker’s identity. Especially when CS oc-
curs between Mandarin and dialects, it demonstrates the
speaker’s strong linguistic abilities and open linguistic at-
titude. The phenomenon of standard language and dialect
formation in Mandarin and dialects, in terms of prestige,
acquisition, standardization, stability, grammar, vocabulary,
and phonology, aligns with most of the representations of
bilingual communities summarized by Ferguson . The
specialized functional pattern of Mandarin and dialects
has been broken, largely due to the country’s decades-long
Mandarin promotion policies and measures . Under this
premise, the number of fluent dialect speakers, especially
among the younger generation, has sharply decreased. As
a result, speakers who code-switch flexibly without affect-
ing normal communication express their identification with
and equal respect for regional cultural groups. For example,
the diverse dialect ecology of Tian Tian Xiang Shang has
become one of the program’s features, which is loved by the
audience. Especially, host Wang Han’s proficiency in multi-
ple dialects has received widespread praise from guests and

the audience, being regarded as a highly adaptable host.
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4.3.2. Mitigating the Negative Impact of the
Content

When a speaker switches from Mandarin to a dialect
to express criticism, correction, or other negative attitudes,
they, to some extent, relinquish the authority to make
public comments. This is because the spread of dialects is
much smaller than that of a common language. When the
listener needs to relay this part of the content to others,
they will face limitations from the audience, their language
abilities, or cultural conventions. Either the audience must
also understand the dialect, or the person relaying the mes-
sage will translate the original criticism into Mandarin.
However, indirect quotations tend to carry less authority
than direct ones, thus further weakening the impact of the
criticism expressed in the dialect **.

When a speaker uses dialect to express praise or oth-
er positive evaluations, the range and intensity of dissemi-
nation are similarly weakened. Therefore, this study finds
that when communicators want to express their positive
evaluations, they are more inclined to switch to Mandarin.
This not only helps expand the dissemination range but
also enhances the impact through the relay of the commu-
nicator ***. By reducing the potential negative impact car-
ried by dialect codes and amplifying the positive feedback
that Mandarin codes may bring, the communicators can
maintain the positive image of both parties involved in the
interaction, effectively mitigating the negative impact of

the conversation content.

4.3.3. Relaxing the Communication Atmos-
phere by Humor

The frequency of Mandarin-dialect CS is negatively
related to the formality of the context. For instance, in for-
mal settings such as foreign guest talks or public speeches,
such CS is almost nonexistent ", As a result, the expres-
sive function of dialects gradually becomes associated with
“informality.” The direct effect of this is that when some-
one switches codes, listeners may naturally assume that
the speaker has abandoned Mandarin to briefly divert from
the serious conversation, possibly to joke or casually vent.
When a host switches from Mandarin to a regional dialect,
such as Northeast Mandarin or Southwest Mandarin, the

changes in tone and pitch are so noticeable that they easily

“raise alarms” and capture the audience’s attention, signal-
ing that the upcoming remarks are not meant to be taken
seriously, such as example (6).

Humor can also stem from the code itself rather than
the act of CS. Thanks to language-based sketches during
the Chinese Spring Festival Gala, Northeast dialect and
Northern Mandarin have long been regarded as dialects
with a strong comedic tone ©"*\. In recent years, enter-
tainment programs on Hunan provincial satellite TV have
popularized the Xiang dialect, especially Changsha dia-
lect, which is also increasingly seen as humorous **'. This
humor arises partly from the stylistic characteristics of
the dialect itself, but is also heavily influenced by societal

trends, with the latter often having a greater impact.

4.3.4. Narrow the Psychological Distance Be-
tween Communication Participants

Through the Mandarin-dialect CS, after the speaker
indicates their social identity, if the listener is from the
same region, they will naturally feel that, beyond the su-
perficial stage identity, there is another layer of common-
ality between them. Under the psychological “similarity-
attraction” effect, the listener develops a sense of closeness
to the speaker, thereby unconsciously narrowing the
psychological distance between the two °*. Therefore, the
effect of narrowing the psychological distance is, to some
extent, achieved based on the effect of identity construc-

1 In addition, the humorous effect created through

tion
CS can indirectly promote the reduction of psychological
distance. The verbal humor, impromptu performances, and
the relaxed and pleasant atmosphere created by CS gradu-
ally bring the psychological distance between the commu-
nicators closer as communication deepens .

Relatively, CS from Mandarin to dialect has a more
obvious effect of bringing people closer than the reverse
conversion. This is particularly true when the speaker
switches to dialect to express warmth. When the speaker
intends to use marked code choices to “suggest” a new
relationship of rights and obligations between the commu-
nicators, dialect codes typically represent a closer social

48,57,58

identity or a more intimate emotional bond ' 1, while

Mandarin codes imply a more distant emotional relation-

ship or the elimination of potential emotional ties ).
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

This study investigated Mandarin-Chinese dialect
CS in 52 episodes of Tian Tian Xiang Shang. Regarding
the types of dialects involved in switching, the study found
that Mandarin was CS most frequently with Mandarin-
based dialects, followed by Xiang, Cantonese, Min, and
Wau dialects. CS between Mandarin and Gan or Hakka was
absent in the 2013 episodes. This research addresses a gap
in the study of Mandarin-dialect CS in television programs,
contrasting with previous studies that have focused on
CS between different languages, such as Thai-English
Indonesia-English °Y), or Chinese-English *. Leverag-
ing the richness of Chinese dialects, some studies have
explored CS between Mandarin and specific dialects **,
distinguishing them from the comprehensive analysis of all
Chinese dialects in this study.

Using Accommodation Theory '] this study ana-
lyzed the CS in Tian Tian Xiang Shang and found that
convergence strategies accounted for 77.8% of total CS,
significantly higher than divergence strategies. This aligns
with Kang’s findings "*Y. Convergence strategies were typi-
cally employed by hosts to establish rapport with guests,
while divergence strategies were used by guests to show-
case their individuality and regional characteristics. Other
studies have indicated that convergence strategies are often
adopted to facilitate task completion in conversations, but

1

these studies typically lack statistical analyses * or rely

on researcher-collected data rather than public television
programs %,

Besides, this study identified four functions of CS.
First, CS shapes the speaker’s identity, consistent with

Feng and Liang ”**. Feng "

also argued that CS con-
structs not only geographic but also gender and ethnic
identities. Yu suggested that incorporating Chaozhou-
Mandarin CS signs in tourist attractions reinforces regional

1] 'Second,

identity and enriches the linguistic landscape
CS mitigates the negative impact of communication con-
tent, similar to the “euphemistic expression” function

1.7 where CS softens criticisms

proposed by Chen et a
or opinions to avoid discomfort for the listener. Third, CS
enhances humor in conversations, aligning with research
emphasizing its positive role in humor and its frequent use

in humorous programs like Let s Talk and Talk Show Con-

[71-74

ference I Lastly, CS reduces psychological distance
between communicators. Huang found that speakers often
switch to the listener’s dialect, even when Mandarin is mu-
tually intelligible, to foster closeness """,

This study also has limitations. First, this study
focused solely on the 2013 episodes of Tian Tian Xiang
Shang, and it was possible that CS between Mandarin and
dialects such as Hakka and Gan occurred in other years
as well. Future research could expand the scope of the
corpus to further test the Accommodation Theory and to
explore more deeply the functions of Mandarin—dialect
CS. Second, the classification of Chinese dialects was de-
bated. This study adopted the seven major dialect groups,
but future research could explore alternative classification

frameworks for analyzing CS types in television programs.
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