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Why do Mandarin speakers code-switch? A case
study of conversational code-switching in China
Xinyi Zhong1, Lay Hoon Ang 1✉ & Sharon Sharmini1

Multilingualism is becoming increasingly common worldwide, with multilingual studies

becoming more popular and accelerating interpersonal language contacts; however, it

remains controversial and ambiguous in China. The current study aims to explore code-

switching (CS) patterns and factors among Mandarin-dominated mainland Chinese speakers

and investigate multilingual development in China through CS, as it is a multilingual practice.

Conversational analysis was conducted to analyse daily interactions in short videos posted

online, categorise language varieties and frequencies, identify CS patterns, and examine the

factors influencing CS patterns. The results revealed that foreign languages and dialects other

than Mandarin were spoken by Mandarin-dominated speakers. Three of four CS patterns

were also pinpointed regarding language practices in China. Insertion was the most pre-

dominant pattern, followed by backflagging and alternation. The CS patterns employed by

Mandarin-dominated mainland Chinese speakers were influenced primarily by participant-

related factors, followed by linguistic-related factors, sociopsychological factors, convenience,

and situational factors. The prevalence of the insertional CS pattern and the influence of

personal factors suggest that China’s Mandarin-speaking community is in an early phase of

multilingual development.
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Introduction

G lobal interactions have accelerated in recent decades due
to economic and technological globalisation. Multi-
lingualism, which emerges from global interactions, is a

worldwide phenomenon (Wardhaugh and Fuller 2015). It is a
social situation involving groups or communities communicating
in more than one language with varying proficiency levels
(Maher, 2017). The debate on whether China is a multilingual
society remains unresolved despite the increasing trend of mul-
tilingualism. Nevertheless, China is one of the countries with the
richest linguistic diversity, with 306 established languages dis-
tributed across 56 nationalities (Eberhard et al. 2021). The Chi-
nese populace speaks a variety of languages and dialects, with
Mandarin being the most widely spoken and serving as the
official language of China. Mandarin is the medium of school
instruction and is generally employed in official settings, such as
the government, education, and mass media. Simultaneously,
other regional dialects, including Cantonese, Wu, Min, and
Hakka, are spoken by individuals from each respective region,
primarily with family and friends in informal settings. Several
minority languages (Tibetan, Uyghur, Mongolian, and Korean)
are spoken in China in addition to foreign languages, including
English, Japanese, and Russian. The languages comprise unique
writing systems and cultural traditions that are indispensable to
China’s rich linguistic and cultural landscapes.

The Chinese exhibit particularly diverse and constantly evol-
ving language practices that reflect a rich linguistic heritage and
ongoing integration into the global community. Moreover,
employing multiple languages may lead to the development of
multilingual practices, such as diglossia, code-switching (CS),
code-mixing, borrowing, and translanguaging. The current study
seeks to explore a common linguistic phenomenon, namely, CS,
to determine whether China is a multilingual country (Carstens
and Ang 2019). CS refers to the mixture of more than one code
within a discourse or communication (Myers-Scotton 2002). It is
regarded as the most creative communicative strategy in a mul-
tilingual community (Hoffmann,2014; Li 2011).

However, the existence of CS in China remains a subject of
debate. Zhang (2005) defined CS as bidialectalism instead of
multilingualism upon analysing Mandarin–Cantonese CS prac-
tices across radio conversations in Shenzhen. Li (2006) also
described China’s language policy and goal as bidialectalism or
dialect bilingualism. Furthermore, previous CS studies in China
have focused more on CS practices in Hong Kong, Macao, and
Taiwan (Li and Elly 2002; Chan 2018) than in mainland China.
However, the language practices of Chinese mainlanders have
been neglected, which also manifests rich language mixings
among foreign languages in addition to Mandarin and the cor-
responding dialects. Several studies conducted in mainland China
have focused only on bilingual teachers and students or specific
regions. Hence, further investigation into CS practices in main-
land China is imperative to understand multilingualism in China.
The present study aims to study Mandarin-dominated CS prac-
tices by considering the controversies and complexity of multi-
lingualism in China given the dominance of Mandarin.
Muysken’s (2000, 2013) typology and Ritchie and Bhatia’s (2013)
model were applied to explore the patterns and factors of CS,
respectively, to examine multilingualism in China.

Literature review
CS is defined as instances in which “lexical items and gramma-
tical features from two languages appear in one sentence”
(Muysken, 2000: 1) and has been studied from various syntactic,
sociolinguistic, psycholinguistic, and interdisciplinary perspec-
tives (Zhong et al. 2023). This section reviews CS studies from

syntactic and sociolinguistic perspectives to explore relevant CS
patterns and factors. Identifying CS patterns is generally the
initial step in determining CS practices in a specific region.
Poplack’s (1980) trichotomy, including intra-sentential, inter-
sentential, and tag switching, is frequently employed to analyse
CS within and between sentences, clauses, and contextualisation
cues, respectively. Poplack’s (1980) trichotomy also focuses on CS
placement inside or outside a sentence rather than the gram-
matical structures emphasised by Muysken (2000, 2013).

Muysken’s (2000, 2013) typology, which divides CS patterns
into the four types of insertion, alternation, congruent lex-
icalisation, and backflagging, is another common theoretical
framework. Insertion refers to the situation in which Language B
is inserted into a sentence of Language A at the phonological,
morphological, lexical, phrasal, or clausal level. Languages A and
B adhere to their respective grammatical structures within a
sentence, while the entire discourse remains dominated by Lan-
guage A in alternation. Congruent lexicalisation occurs when the
dominant language is ambiguous and other languages with
similar grammatical structures are evenly mingled with one
another. Backflagging, which was proposed by Muysken in 2013
upon defining the first three CS patterns in 2000, is the reverse
insertion with Language A inserted into a sentence following the
grammatical structure of Language B in a Language A-dominated
discourse.

As verified by multiple scholars, Muysken’s (2000, 2013)
typology could be adapted to empirical studies and feasible in
specific contexts. However, the typology has received only partial
support from certain scholars. Albirini and Chakrani (2017) only
provided evidence of insertion in Arabic and English CS prac-
tices. Vaughan (2021) roughly divided CS patterns into inter-
sentential and intra-sentential, which includes both insertional
and alternational switching.

In contrast, Stell (2010) corroborated that Muysken’s (2000)
three CS patterns of insertion, alternation and congruent lex-
icalisation were applicable in the South African context or in
Afrikaans–English CS practices. Insertion is the most common
pattern in Luxembourg, followed by alternation, while congruent
lexicalisation is less frequent (Stell and Couto, 2012). Alternation
is the most frequent practice in the United States of America
(USA), followed by insertion and congruent lexicalisation
(Mad’arová, 2018). Wu et al. (2022) found that insertion, inter-
sentential, and backflagging are more dominant CS patterns
among Singaporean preschoolers than alternation. Yahiaoui et al.
(2021) confirmed Muysken’s (2000, 2013) typology in the Leba-
nese context and identified the syntactic elements of each pattern.
Under the insertional pattern, the five syntactic elements of
interjection, noun, proper noun, adjective, and politeness sign
were discovered.

While previous researchers have partially or completely proven
the feasibility of applying Muysken’s (2000, 2013) typology to
identify CS patterns in various contexts, others have challenged
and revised it. Demirçay and Backus (2014) reassessed the
typology of CS patterns in the Netherlands. Ambiguity was
revealed between insertion and alternation, in which certain
examples were difficult to categorise into two patterns. Lipski
(2014) examined three CS patterns in the American context and
expanded the pattern of congruent lexicalisation to include
‘ragged’ and possibly involuntary code-mixing among semi-fluent
bilinguals. Tramutoli (2021) posited that a mid-step should exist
between insertion and alternation. The current study appraised
Muysken’s (2000, 2013) typology and determined its applicability
for identifying CS patterns in China.

The factors influencing CS practices are the central issue
among sociolinguists and are generally explored from micro and
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macro perspectives. The micro aspect concerns pragmatic factors,
such as filling lexical needs and quoting and qualifying a message
(Al-Daher, 2021), or pedagogical factors, such as managing
classes, establishing rapport, and accessing curricula (May and
Aziz 2020). The macro aspect primarily explores factors influ-
encing all speakers in society, including language exposure, pro-
ficiency, features, development, and individual differences
(Smolak et al. 2020). Fishman (1965) pioneered the idea that
language choice is not an arbitrary behaviour but is influenced by
the situation, participant, and topic. Similarly, Gumperz (1982)
divided CS into situational and metaphorical, wherein CS is
triggered by situational and non-situational factors, respectively.
Myers-Scotton (1993) investigated social motivations for CS by
combining social and personal factors based on the decennial
African fieldwork. Myers-Scotton (1993) classified four language
choices based on the markedness model, in which CS is either an
unmarked choice, a marked choice, a sequential unmarked
choice, or an explanatory choice. The first two choices are similar
to Gumperz’s (1982) situational and metaphorical CS, whereas
the latter two choices refer to language choices based on nego-
tiation, the setting, or the topic. Hoffmann (2014), Holmes
(2013), and Malik (1994) also evaluated the micro-pragmatic
functions of CS.

Several models explain CS factors from both the micro and
macro perspectives. Ritchie and Bhatia’s (2013) model is a
globally popular framework (Fakeye 2012; Dewaele and Zeckel
2016; Prirol and Masruddin 2019). The details are as follows:

1. Participants’ social roles and relationships or factors related
to the speaker include characteristics such as age, gender,
religion, social class, identity, and social distance.

2. Situational factors or factors related to the situation
encompass the formality, setting, topic, and social group.

3. Message-intrinsic considerations or factors within the
conversation refer to clarification, contrast, hedging, idioms
and deep-rooted cultural wisdom, interjection, language
trigger, message qualification, paraphrase, quotations,
repetition, and topic–comment or relative clauses.

4. Sociopsychological factors include individual and social
attitudes, language dominance, linguistic security, group
membership, neutrality, and speech accommodation.

The aforementioned factors explicate CS practices, which are
context-driven and performed distinctively. Scholars have also
tended to search for universal models explaining CS practices in
all contexts upon reviewing the existing CS models. However,
context-based factors require further exploration. Previous
models inspired this study to explore how both micro- and
macro-level factors could influence CS practices. Ritchie and
Bhatia’s (2013) model and a detailed context-oriented explana-
tion were incorporated into this study to assess the factors
influencing CS practices in China.

Methods
The current qualitative case study explored CS patterns and
factors by analysing CS practices in 16 short videos. Sixteen
Chinese participants purposively selected the videos via online
platforms. The participants were recruited to collect the data on
behalf of the researchers.

Participants who fulfilled the inclusion criteria (see Table 1)
were recruited to collect short videos that could represent the
speaking styles of mainland Chinese speakers. Eligible partici-
pants had to be Mandarin-dominated mainland Chinese speak-
ers, which corresponds to the current research objective of
appraising Mandarin-dominated CS practices in mainland China.
Mandarin-dominated mainland Chinese speakers are individuals

with Chinese ethnicity and nationality who self-reported
employing Mandarin as their dominant language. Non-
Mandarin-dominated speakers were excluded. A total of 16
voluntary participants (five males and 11 females) were recruited
one day after the recruitment information was posted on WeChat
(social networking software) on September 10, 2021.

Table 2 briefly presents the demographic information of the
recruited participants. The participants were between 22 and 32
years old, with a mean age of 24.75 years. None had speaking or
hearing impairments.

All 16 participants were requested to select short videos with
Mandarin-dominated CS practices by adhering to the inclusion
and exclusion criteria (see Table 3). Essentially, the included
videos were to contain Mandarin-dominated CS practices. Videos
that were dominated by English, dialects, or other languages, or
without CS practices were to be excluded. Second, the videos were
to include two or more individuals spontaneously communicating
with each other, as spontaneous conversations can reveal a nat-
ural way of interaction. The criteria excluded videos lacking
communication or featuring communication via a prescheduled
method, such as monologues, speeches, films, television series,
and advertisements. Furthermore, the video duration was to be
five to 30 mins. Shorter or longer videos were excluded because
they might be too short to effectively demonstrate language
practices or too long with multiple repetitions of language prac-
tices. Participants were also to collect short videos that could
optimally represent the speaking styles of mainland Chinese
speakers rather than videos with obscure expressions or deliberate
CS practices. Short videos with prankish, vulgar, or sensitive
topics were excluded.

Table 4 presents the short video collection procedures used by
the participants in China. Each participant was asked to select
three short videos by strictly adhering to the inclusion and
exclusion criteria. No limit was imposed on the choice of online
video platforms, which allowed participants to freely search for
videos. The researchers determined whether the selected videos
fulfilled the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Participants whose
selections did not fulfil the criteria were required to make new
selections until every participant selected three short videos that
fulfilled the criteria. Subsequently, all 48 short videos were
compiled. Each participant voted for the top 16 videos that most
optimally represented the speaking styles of mainland Chinese
speakers. Each participant possessed 16 votes. If more than 16
videos were selected due to some having identical numbers of
votes, the participants voted again for the last several videos. The
voting procedure continued until the top 16 videos were finalised.
Basic information on the 16 selected short videos is presented in
Table 5.

Table 1 Participant inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria Mandarin-dominated mainland Chinese speakers
Exclusion criteria Non-Mandarin-dominated mainland Chinese

speakers

Table 2 Demographic information of the recruited
participants.

N Gender Age

Male Female Range Mean

Participants 16 5 11 22–32 24.75
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The selected videos were posted on the online platforms Bilibili
and Sina Weibo, and the video duration ranged between 7m18s
and 27m2s, with a mean duration of 14m9s. The topics of the
selected 16 videos include beauty and makeup, casual conversa-
tion, digital products, food, health care, marriage, and the
workplace. The 16 selected short videos were transcribed and
translated for further analysis. Different language varieties were
identified and coded before the corresponding frequencies were
calculated. The CS patterns were examined adhering to Muys-
ken’s (2000, 2013) typology, which divides CS patterns into
insertion, alternation, congruent lexicalisation, and backflagging.
The factors influencing the CS patterns were explored through
Ritchie and Bhatia’s (2013) model. Four types of factors were
investigated: participants’ social roles and relationships, situa-
tional factors, message-intrinsic considerations, and socio-
psychological factors. The co-raters were advised to code via
ATLAS.ti, a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software.
Two different academic raters conducted the coding indepen-
dently. Cohen’s Kappa was utilised to test the inter-rater relia-
bility between the coding made by the two independent raters.
The inter-rater reliability was 0.89, indicating an agreement
between the two raters (Landis and Koch 1977). All disagree-
ments between the raters were settled through a consensus.

Results and discussion
This study identified the language varieties of mainland Chinese
speakers, which are generally classified as Mandarin or non-
Mandarin, as a prerequisite for identifying CS patterns. The

frequencies of the two varieties are presented in Table 6. Man-
darin was employed in most situations in the videos, with a
98.743% frequency; non-Mandarin language varieties were lim-
ited, with a frequency of only 1.257%. The Mandarin-dominated
language practices may result from language policies in recent
decades, with Mandarin serving as the official language and other
language varieties receiving considerable support from the Chi-
nese government.

Mandarin, or Putonghua, is the dominant language in China
and was employed as a tool to unify and modernise the nation
following the continuous defeats in the 1840s. Formally adopted
as the official standard language in 1956, it has been promoted
since the late 1950s. Specific laws have recently been implemented
to establish the predominance of the language. For example, the
“Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Standard Spoken
and Written Chinese Language” and China’s Constitution were
enacted to enhance the status of Mandarin (Adamson and Feng
2021). The Chinese government has also continuously strived to
popularise Mandarin. Promoting Mandarin is deemed a con-
stitutional duty and an effective approach to developing a strong
sense of community. Currently, Mandarin is the national lan-
guage and instruction medium in China (Zhang and Cai 2020).
Its penetration rate had reached 80.72% by 2020 (Yu 2021).

In addition to Mandarin, mainland Chinese speakers use other
language varieties, including foreign languages and dialects (see
Table 7). English was revealed as the most frequently employed
foreign language, followed by Japanese and French. Language
practices were established under the influence of foreign language
policies launched by the Ministry of Education in China, which
have stipulated English as the main foreign language since 1987
(Zhang et al. 2020). Since amendments to the school curriculum
in 2001, English has been strongly promoted in education as one
of the three main subjects in addition to Mandarin and mathe-

Table 3 Short video inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion Criteria 1. Videos with Mandarin-dominated CS practices.
2. Two or more individuals spontaneously

communicate in the videos.
3. Video duration is between 5 and 30mins.
4. Videos optimally represent the speaking styles of

mainland Chinese speakers.
Exclusion Criteria 1. Videos without Mandarin-dominated CS practices.

2. Monologues, speeches, films, television series,
and advertisements.

3. Video duration is under 5 or over 30mins.
4. Videos with obscure or deliberate CS expressions.
5. Videos on prankish, vulgar or sensitive topics.

Table 4 Procedures for collecting short videos for Chinese
speakers.

Data Data collection procedures

Short videos 1. Each participant selects three short videos.
2. Researchers check the videos selected by each

participant.
3. All 48 short videos are collected.
4. Each participant votes for the top 16 short videos.
5. The top 16 short videos are finalised.

Table 5 Basic information on the 16 selected short videos.

N Video duration Online platform Topic

Range Total Mean

Short
videos

16 7m18s–27m2s 3h54m15s 14m9s Bilibili and Sina
Weibo

Beauty and makeup, casual conversation, digital products, food, health
care, marriage, workplace.

Table 6 Frequencies of Mandarin and Non-Mandarin words.

Total number of words Percentage/%

Mandarin 63,294 98.743
Non-Mandarin 806 1.257
Total 64,100 100

Table 7 Detailed frequencies of Non-Mandarin words.

Total words Percentage/%

Foreign languages 756 93.797
English 750 93.052
Japanese 5 0.621
French 1 0.124

Dialects 50 6.203
Beijing dialect 24 2.978
Northeastern dialect 6 0.744
Sichuan dialect 20 2.481

Total CS words 806 100
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matics starting in primary school. Therefore, the younger gen-
eration demonstrates a certain proficiency in speaking English.
The inserted Japanese and French utterances did not contain
content words but only several idioms, proper nouns, or brand
names, none of which required high ability.

Table 7 illustrates that the Beijing, Northeastern and Sichuan
dialects are employed by Chinese people with similar frequencies
in China. The three dialects were used separately in four of the 16
videos by four speakers from the three different regions. Other
regional dialects were also equivalently spoken by Mandarin
speakers (Francis, 2016), as dialects currently receive considerable
support from the People’s Republic of China (PRC) government.
Bidnoshyia and Dyka (2022) reported that the prestige of a lan-
guage is influenced by language policies. The Chinese language
policy towards dialects was implemented for three decades after
the PRC’s establishment. The plan was for regional dialects to be
gradually replaced by Mandarin in every domain from the 1950s
to the 1980s. However, the relationship between Mandarin and
dialects was reconsidered from the 1980s to the early 1990s.
Dialect revival emphasises that dialects can coexist with Man-
darin (Guo 2004), and dialects have been considered crucial
carriers of regional cultures to be protected and developed since
the mid-1990s. Today, dialects are commonly observed in China
and are frequently utilised in informal and private settings
(Spolsky 2014) among individuals from the same speech
community.

This study identified three CS patterns employed by Chinese
speakers in China via Muysken’s (2000, 2013) typology. Insertion
was the most frequently observed pattern, followed by back-
flagging and alternation. No congruent lexicalisation pattern was
observed (see Table 8). Insertion was the most common pattern
of CS among the Mandarin-dominated speakers in mainland
China in this study, accounting for more than 88% of the
observed instances. Insertion only requires the use of grammar
from one language, which is Mandarin in this study. In the
current study, insertional CS was primarily performed from
English to Mandarin, which highlighted English elements in a
Mandarin matrix structure. Excerpt 1 portrays the insertion of the
English word ‘support’ into a Mandarin-dominated sentence:

Excerpt 1 (Insertion): English [E]—Mandarin [M]
F1: 你们是欧洲的同事可以support你们的。 [M—E]
Your European colleagues can support you. [English

translation]
Table 8 shows that word insertion was the most prominent

insertion pattern, accounting for half of the total CS patterns,
followed by phrase, discourse, letter, morpheme, and clause
insertions. Chinese speakers in China are in the early stage of
multilingualism or non-balanced multilingualism, as CS generally
commences with small insertions before moving to alternation
and large insertions. In this vein, congruent lexicalisation is a sign

of the most fluent multilingualism (Lipski, 2014). Backflagging,
which was the second most frequently utilised CS pattern,
involves the reverse insertion and adheres to the grammatical
structure of the embedded language, referring to non-Mandarin
varieties in the current study. Excerpt 2 shows that English sen-
tences were backflagged in a Mandarin-dominated discourse:

Excerpt 2 (Backflagging): English [E]—Mandarin [M]
Both: Hi, sister! [E]
M: How are you? [E]
F: I’m fine, thank you, and you? [E]
M: 啊你最近皮肤真的很好诶, 状态真的非常得不错。 [M]
Ah, your skin has been really good lately. It’s really good.

[English translation]
F: 哦, 谢谢, 你也是! [M]
Oh, thanks, you too! [English translation]
Alternation involves the grammatical competition of two or

more languages in a discourse. In Excerpt 3, Mandarin and
English expressions adhered to grammatical structures. Generally,
the alternation pattern indicated a low frequency of CS practices
among the mainland Chinese speakers, at approximately 3%. The
low frequency of alternation was predictable, as alternation may
frequently occur among speakers proficient in all the languages
involved with a comparable status in the community (Stell and
Couto, 2012):

Excerpt 3 (Alternation): Mandarin [M]—English [E]
M1: 彭姐, 给你买一杯奶茶, 三分糖, just like you, sweet

enough but not too
much。 [M—E]
Sister Peng, I bought a cup of milk tea for you, light sugar, just

like you, sweet enough but not too much. [English translation]
This result coincides with Lipski’s (2014) and Halpin and

Melzi’s (2021) findings, where insertion is the most common CS
pattern, and is frequently applied by speakers with lower profi-
ciency in the inserted language (Stell and Couto 2012) in addition
to backflagging. In contrast, alternation was scarcely employed by
second-language speakers (Lipski, 2014), as Mandarin-dominated
mainland Chinese speakers who have acquired dialects as a sec-
ond language and English as a foreign language (Kachru 1990)
prefer insertion and backflagging to alternation and congruent
lexicalisation. Alternation and congruent lexicalisation require
greater proficiency in all the involved languages. Alternation
allows two grammars to coexist in the same discourse indepen-
dently, whereas congruent lexicalisation occurs only when two
languages have a similar grammar structure. Moreover, congruent
lexicalisation requires languages sharing a common grammatical
structure and in contact to be highly congruent in structure,
either partially or entirely. Congruent lexicalisation is a frequent
pattern among the most fluent multilinguals (Lipski 2014). In
short, Mandarin-dominated mainland Chinese speakers are non-
balanced multilinguals, which is consistent with Lipski’s (2014)
findings regarding English–Spanish CS practices in the American
context.

The current study applied Ritchie and Bhatia’s (2013) frame-
work to elucidate the factors influencing CS practices among
mainland Chinese speakers. Table 9 presents five factors exam-
ined after the content analysis of the CS practices in the 16 short
videos. Another factor, convenience, was proposed in addition to
the four proposed by Ritchie and Bhatia (2013). The findings
demonstrated that participants’ social roles and relationships
were the primary factors influencing Mandarin-dominated Chi-
nese to code-switch in China, followed by message-intrinsic
considerations, sociopsychological factors, convenience, and
situational factors.

As shown in Table 9, participants’ social roles and relationships
were the most significant factors influencing CS practices. The
participants frequently engaged in CS to signify personal

Table 8 Frequencies of code-switching patterns.

Total number of words Percentage/%

Insertion 713 88.461
Morpheme Insertion 25 3.102
Letter Insertion 51 6.327
Word Insertion 406 50.372
Phrase Insertion 125 15.509
Clause Insertion 16 1.985
Discourse Insertion 90 11.166

Alternation 27 3.350
Congruent Lexicalisation 0 0
Backflagging 66 8.189
Total CS Words 806 100
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identities or address distinct participants through purposive
language mismatching or accommodation (Ritchie and Bhatia
2013). Language mismatching indicates that two speakers adhere
to distinctive languages at the same comprehension level and seek
to maintain identities attached to the selected languages. Speech
accommodation refers to several multilingual participants
attempting to use a common language for communication while
realising collective identity. In Excerpt 4, M2 code-switched to
signify identities through language mismatching. ‘Tim’ was a
Mandarin-dominated Chinese male who mostly employed CS
when referring to technical terms in the entire discourse. Tim
suddenly changed from Mandarin to English to highlight his
identity. He was an “up主”, similar to a YouTuber, and possessed
expertise in technology. Tim utilised an English name instead of
his real Mandarin name to conceal his original identity while
demonstrating an international identity:

Excerpt 4 (Participants’ Social Roles and Relationships: Dual
or Multiple Identities):

Mandarin [M]—English [E]
M2: 各位好, 我是Tim。 [M—E]
Hi, everyone, I’m Tim. [English translation]
Participant-related factors, including age, gender, religion,

social class, and background, significantly impacted code choices
(Ritchie and Bhatia 2013; Ndimande-Hlongwa and Ndebele 2014;
Sardar et al. 2015; Alkhawaldeh 2019). Excerpt 5 shows that F2
was Mandarin-dominated when addressing F1, but switched to
English when directing global colleagues. Specifically, the
addressee influenced the speaker to code-switch:

Excerpt 5 (Participants’ Social Roles and Relationships:
Participants):

Mandarin [M]—English [E]
F1: 林风现在正在开他们全球的一个销售的会议。 [M]
Lin Feng is in one of their global sales meetings right now.

[English translation]
F2: Ha ha, morning Kris, hi, everyone. Besides, I was also a

bit occupied by the
existing client. [E]
Certain languages were considered more suitable for certain

topics or settings. Discourse topics, which are Ritchie and Bhatia’s
(2013) situational factors, influenced Mandarin-dominated
mainland Chinese speakers to code-switch in daily interactions.
Certain specific words constantly appeared regarding certain
topics despite Mandarin equivalences. Excerpt 6 shows a term,
‘CT’, that refers to the Mandarin expression ‘计算机断层扫描
(computed tomography)’. ‘CT’ is more commonly utilised by

Chinese people in daily life than ‘计算机断层扫描 (computed
tomography)’. The participants would intuitively and con-
tinuously code-switch when discussing certain topics or situations
(Stapa and Khan 2016; Ai Rousan and Merghmi 2019):

Excerpt 6 (Situational Factors: Discourse Topic): Mandarin
[M]—English [E]

M1: 包括做了这次肺部的低剂量的螺旋CT它就会扫到你这
个上半身的每一个

脏器, 过后医生就跟我说, 可能他们在CT的结果里面会看到
我肺部会有

一些结节。 [M—E]
I did this low-dose spiral CT scan of the lung which would scan

every organ in your upper body, and then the doctor told me that
maybe they would see some nodules in my lungs on the CT.
[English translation]

Hedging, idioms, deep-rooted cultural wisdom, interjection,
paraphrasing, repetition, and quotation were message-intrinsic
considerations influencing Mandarin-dominated Chinese to
code-switch.

Hedging is defined as taboo suppression, deintensification, or
vague expressions (Ritchie and Bhatia 2013). Excerpt 7 illustrates
an example of hedging, wherein the speaker reminisced about
their first day as a salesperson. The speaker employed English
expressions, including ‘balance’ and ‘low’, instead of the Man-
darin counterparts ‘平衡 (balance)’ and ‘低级 (low)’. The hesi-
tation markers before ‘balance’ and ‘low’, such as ‘什么 (any)’ and
‘啧 (tut-tut)’, indicated that the speaker was thinking and making
the language selections deliberately. ‘Balance’ and ‘low’ were
code-switched to decrease the degree of seriousness, as directly
employing ‘平衡 (balance)’ and ‘低级 (low)’ would convey a
more solemn tone. In this context, CS served as hedging:

Excerpt 7 (Message-intrinsic Considerations: Hedging):
Mandarin [M]—English [E]

F2: 嗯。好多人说, 哎呀女销售或者是销售你要balance好你
的生活, 其实我觉

得挺扯淡的。我觉得没有什么balance。(…) 就是我一直觉
得我, 销售有点

难为情, 好像不是特别好, 反正就是挺, 啧, low的。 [M—E]
Emm. A lot of people say, oh saleswomen or salesmen have to

balance their lives, I think it’s pretty bullshit. I don’t think there is
any balance. (…) I always feel embarrassed about my job, always
think it’s not so good, anyway, I feel it’s too, tut-tut, low. [English
translation]

Excerpt 8 is an example of code-switching highlighting the
influence of idioms and deep-rooted cultural wisdom. M applied

Table 9 Frequencies of factors influencing code-switching practices.

Factors Total words Percentage/%

1 Social roles and relationships of participants 331 41.067
Social roles and relationships of participants: dual/multiple identities 316 39.206
Social roles and relationships of participants: participants 15 1.861

2 Situational factors 2 0.248
Situational factors: discourse topic 2 0.248

3 Message-intrinsic considerations 257 31.886
Message-intrinsic considerations: hedging 63 7.816
Message-intrinsic considerations: idioms and deep-rooted cultural wisdom 74 9.181
Message-intrinsic considerations: interjection 8 0.993
Message-intrinsic considerations: paraphrasing/reiteration 23 2.854
Message-intrinsic considerations: repetition 41 5.087
Message-intrinsic considerations: quotation 48 5.955

4 Sociopsychological factors 165 20.471
Sociopsychological factors: language dominance 165 20.471

5 Convenience 51 6.328
Total words 806 100
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a fragrance to his lips and felt uncomfortable with the smell after
several seconds. F laughed at M, uttering the Chinglish idiom ‘no
zuo no die’ (this would not happen if you were not so dramatic),
which was formed by referring to the Chinese idiom structure
‘ABAC’. In particular, ‘zuo’ is the Mandarin pronunciation of the
word ‘作 (dramatic)’ and ‘die’ is the English translation of the
Mandarin word ‘死 (die)’. The combination of negative English
words, Mandarin pronunciation, and English translation formed
the idiom ‘no zuo no die’:

Excerpt 8 (Message-intrinsic Considerations: Idioms and
Deep-Rooted Cultural Wisdom): Mandarin [M]—Chinglish
[Ch]

M: 香精味道。 [M]
The smell of fragrance. [English translation]
F: 这个还是不能涂嘴上的。 [M]
This can’t be put on lips. [English translation]
M: 对, 就不能涂嘴上。哎哟我的妈呀。 [M]
Yes, it can’t. Oh, my God! [English translation]
F: No zuo no die. [Ch]
This wouldn’t happen if you weren’t so dramatic. [English

translation]
Interjection or sentence filler is another CS function. Multi-

linguals frequently mix several modal particles from another
language. The word ‘wow’ in Excerpt 9 mixed an English inter-
jection into a Mandarin-dominated sentence. The pronunciation
of ‘wow [waʊ]’ was audible in the video. Only a few Mandarin
interjections are available, including哇 [wà], 哇哦 [wà’o], or 喔
[wò], to express astonishment. All of these expressions have
pronunciations and intonations that differ from the English
interjection ‘wow [waʊ]’:

Excerpt 9 (Message-intrinsic Considerations: Interjection):
Mandarin [M]—English [E]
M: Wow, 这么高端? 快给我看看你买了什么。 [E—M]
Wow, so high-end? Show me what you got. [English

translation]
Another CS function under message-intrinsic considerations is

paraphrasing. In Excerpt 10, two speakers, M1 and M2, discussed
their respective universities and majors. M1 stated, ‘那我呢是毕
业于中国药科大学的药学英语’ (I graduated from China Phar-
maceutical University with a degree in pharmaceutical English) in
a fully Mandarin sentence, whereas M2 laughed and code-
switched to an English explanation ‘to learn English’ (要学英语).
M2 intended to paraphrase and render the mysterious and
strange expression ‘药学英语 (pharmaceutical English)’ friendly
to the audience. M2 not only paraphrased but also created certain
humour effects, as the pronunciation of ‘药学英语 (yào xué yīng
yǔ, pharmaceutical English)’ resembled that of ‘要学英语 (yào
xué yīng yǔ, to learn English)’. M2’s code-switched utterances
achieved both paraphrasing and humour functions:

Excerpt 10 (Message-intrinsic Considerations:
Paraphrasing):

Mandarin [M]—English [E]
M1: 那我呢是毕业于中国药科大学的药学英语。药学英语,

大家听起来是不是很
神秘又陌生? [M]
I graduated from China Pharmaceutical University with a

degree in pharmaceutical English. Pharmaceutical English, does it
sound mysterious and strange to you? [English translation]

M2: 呵呵呵呵。To learn English. [M—E]
Hehehehe. To learn English. [English translation]
Repetition, which serves as a CS function, is easily recognised

among discourses. In Excerpt 11, two speakers discussed the
meaning of ‘to C’. F1 asked F2 to explain it, and F2 responded
that the meaning differed from that of the current job: sales to
enterprise-level customers. According to F1, ‘to C’ was an
abbreviation of ‘to customer’, which refers to sales as targeting an

individual rather than a team. The second ‘to C’ was a repetition
of the first ‘to C’:

Excerpt 11 (Message-intrinsic Considerations: Repetition):
Mandarin [M]—English [E]

F1: To C 的那个销售叫什么? [E—M]
What does sales called to C mean? [English translation]
F2: 其实都叫销售。比如说柜姐, 也是销售。那企业级客户

的意思就是… [M]
They are all called sales. For example, the counter saleswoman

is also called sales. Then enterprise-level customer means…
[English translation]

F1: 就是说to C的销售它是说服一个人, 你们是说服一个团
队。 [M—E]

That means to C is to convince one person. You are to con-
vince a team. [English translation]

Direct quotation or reported speech triggered speakers to
switch across languages. The term ‘fuck-you money’ in Excerpt 12
was directly quoted from an interview with Lucy Liu, wherein Liu
used the term to refer to savings that serve as a cushion when a
person quits a job in front of their supervisor. The corresponding
connotations were also present when participants quoted other
individuals:

Excerpt 12 (Message-intrinsic Considerations: Direct
Quotation):

Mandarin [M]—English [E]
M1: 我觉得就有点像刘玉玲说的, 呃, 因为工作了这么多年

嘛, 我们算是手上有
一点点fuck-you money的。 [M—E]
I think it’s like Lucy Liu said, well, after working for so many

years, we have a little fuck-you money on our hands. [English
translation]

Language dominance determined the quality and quantity of
CS. Certain expressions were effortlessly and directly switched
into other languages without a translated form. ‘Supreme’,
referenced in Excerpt 13, is the English name of a sportswear
brand without a Mandarin translation. English is the dominant
language of the brand name, and the participants were required to
code-switch the brand name in the Mandarin-dominated
discourse:

Excerpt 13 (Sociopsychological Factors: Language
Dominance):

Mandarin [M]—English [E]
F: Supreme的看到了吗? [M—E]
It’s Supreme. See? [English translation]
M: 啊Supreme的。这个是塑料的碗吗? [M—E]
Ah, Supreme. Is this a plastic bowl? [English translation]
Convenience is a common rationale for CS, as code-switched

language is shorter or simpler compared to the factor of language
dominance without Mandarin equivalence (Leung and Chan
2016). Several inserted abbreviations in the Chinese context were
possibly motivated by convenience. Excerpt 14 shows how ‘LED’
was more convenient than the Mandarin equivalent of ‘发光二极
管’:

Excerpt 14 (Convenience): Mandarin [M]—English [E]
M2: 它亮度非常非常高, 属于高功率的LED灯。 [M—E]
It is very bright and belongs to a high-power LED lamp.

[English translation]
Five factors triggering CS were examined among Mandarin-

dominated Chinese speakers in China. The participants’ social
roles and relationships related to personal identities and
addressees were the key elements contributing to CS practices.
These findings parallelled those of Choi (2014), Prirol and
Masruddin (2019) and Gross et al. (2022). The secondary vital
factor was linguistic factors of hedging, idioms and deep-rooted
cultural wisdom, interjections, paraphrasing, repetition, and
quotation, followed by sociopsychological factors, convenience,
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and situational factors. The results confirmed that Ritchie and
Bhatia’s (2013) framework could adequately explain CS prac-
tices among Chinese speakers in China. Another new factor
proposed by Leung and Chan (2016)—convenience—was dis-
covered to expand Ritchie and Bhatia’s (2013) framework to
elucidate the CS practices in China.

Conclusion
This study provides insights into the CS behaviours of Man-
darin speakers in China, revealing a predominance of inser-
tional patterns. The findings contribute to understanding
multilingual practices in China and set the stage for further
research into the complexities of language use in multilingual
societies.

It revealed that English was the most frequently code-switched
language in addition to Mandarin in the Mandarin-dominated
discourses among mainland Chinese speakers, followed by var-
ious regional dialects, such as the Beijing, Northeastern and
Sichuan dialects, spoken equivalently by distinct dialectal com-
munities. Based on Muysken’s (2000, 2013) typology, only three
of four patterns (insertion, alternation, and backflagging) were
identified among the Mandarin-dominated mainland Chinese
speakers. Insertion was the most prominent pattern, accounting
for more than 88%. The insertional pattern can be further divided
into smaller linguistic units. Word insertion was the largest
portion of the total CS patterns, followed by phrase, discourse,
letter, morpheme, and clause insertions. Backflagging was the
second most common pattern, accounting for about 8% of CS
practices. Alternation was applied at the least. No congruent
lexicalisation pattern has been discovered.

The dominant insertional CS pattern suggests that the mul-
tilingual capabilities within China’s Mandarin-speaking com-
munity are in a formative phase characterised by a reliance on
single-language grammar structures. The high frequencies of
insertion and backflagging suggest that the Mandarin-
dominated mainland Chinese speakers were less proficient in
foreign languages or dialects. Insertion and backflagging require
only limited ability in one language, whereas alternation and
congruent lexicalisation require greater proficiency in gram-
matical structures in all the languages involved. Moreover, the
Chinese speakers were not proficient in all the insertion types
but only in word insertion, which is as same as Halpin and
Melzi’s (2021) findings among preschoolers. This finding
indicates a low multilingualism level, as CS generally com-
mences with small insertions before moving to large insertions
and alternation, with congruent lexicalisation as the sign of the
most fluent multilingualism (Lipski 2014).
The current study also proved the feasibility of Ritchie and

Bhatia’s (2013) framework and supported an emergent factor
proposed in Leung and Chan’s (2016) empirical studies. Five
CS factors were examined, including four factors from Ritchie
and Bhatia’s (2013) framework and another factor supple-
menting the framework. The most common factor was parti-
cipants’ social roles and relationships, followed by message-
intrinsic considerations, sociopsychological factors, con-
venience, and situational factors. The results suggested that the
CS practices of the Mandarin-dominated mainland Chinese
speakers were significantly influenced by personal factors (Choi
2014; Prirol and Masruddin 2019; Gross et al. 2022). The
dominance of personal factors also implies that China is in the
primary stage of multilingualism, as those factors are closely
related to the individual per se rather than situational and
linguistic factors.

This study has several limitations. It is limited by its focus on
Mandarin-dominated speakers and its relatively small sample

size. It only partially reflects the language practices of Mandarin-
dominated mainland Chinese speakers, and may not provide a
comprehensive depiction of CS practices in diverse circum-
stances. Secondly, utilising the current methodology may only
partially reveal the language practices of mainland Chinese
speakers. Although this method stands out for obtaining online
short video data more quickly and easily, participants are more
willing and find it more convenient to select videos rather than
record their conversations, especially during the pandemic.
Thirdly, the small sample size may be insufficient for a thorough
understanding of CS patterns of alternation and congruent lex-
icalisation. Other factors, such as macro-level sociocultural
interactions and micro-level psychological attitudes, resulting in
the primary stage of multilingualism in China, were not
investigated.

Based on the findings and limitations listed above, future
studies could explore CS practices among non-Mandarin
dominant speakers and incorporate larger, more diverse sam-
ples to enhance the generalisability of the findings. This study
also raised awareness of the language practices among non-
balanced multilingual communities. Besides, further explora-
tions are encouraged on language policy, education and social
interactions among the communities. More potential factors,
such as language purism, sociocultural factors, personal lan-
guage proficiency, and psychological attitude, are to be
examined.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and/or analysed during the current
study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable
request.
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