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  Abstract 
Driven by globalization and digitalization, the boundaries of language communica-
tion are increasingly being transcended. Code-switching, as a prevalent social phe-
nomenon, presents unprecedented diversity and creativity on social media plat-
forms. With the help of social media platforms, Gen Z has created a unique form of 
language that belongs to the new era. Grounded in Carol Myers-Scotton’s markup 
model and Howard Giles’s communicative adaptation theory, this paper applies es-
tablished theoretical frameworks to contemporary phenomena. Focusing on the 
Chinese-English mixed-use phenomenon among Generation Z, and drawing on rep-
resentative cases from social media platforms such as Red Note and Weibo, this 
study systematically examines the linguistic characteristics, usage contexts, prag-
matic functions, and broader linguistic implications of this code-switching behav-
ior. The findings indicate that this group achieved innovative, concise, and enter-
taining language expression through daily vocabulary embedding, English abbrevi-
ation, and homophony strategies. This study aims to elucidate the features of code-
switching within Generation Z and its pragmatic functions, offering a novel per-
spective for the study of code-switching. 
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1. Introduction 

Generation Z, born between 1995 and 2009, represents a cohort that has grown up immersed in the digital age along-
side the rise and development of social media. From the textual expression of daily communication to the discussion 
of trending topics, members of this generation seamlessly alternate between Chinese and English, flexibly blending 
them to show their unique linguistic creativity. For example, “City or not city?”1. “I am feeling emotional”2, exem-
plifies a new linguistic paradigm characterized by Chinese as the foundation with English embellishments. The fre-
quent use of such linguistic phenomena is not coincidental, but the result of the combined effect of the environment 
of the times and the corresponding groups. In-depth research on the use of code-switching on social media will help 
to discover the evolution of language in the digital age, keep up with the pace of the times, understand the language 
habits, cultural concepts and social styles of Generation Z, and provide theoretical support and practical guidance for 
language research and cross-cultural communication. 
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2. Research Background 

2.1 Theories Related to Code Conversion 

Code-switching relies on the support of fundamental theories. As early as the last century, linguists began to study 
code-switching. The markup model proposed by Carol Myers-Scotton, based on sociolinguistics theory, argues that 
language choice is essentially a social behavior (Poplack, 1987). In a specific social context, different codes are 
chosen with a certain degree of “marking”, which reveals the speaker’s consideration of the social values, cultural 
connotation, and communication intention carried by different codes. The user’s choice of marking is intended to 
maintain social relations, and as such, language choice serves as a markup of social identity here. In the 1970s, 
Howard Giles proposed the theory of communicative adaptation, which integrates the theories and methods of social 
psychology, linguistics and other disciplines, aiming to explain how people adjust their communication styles to 
adapt to others through verbal and non-verbal behaviors in social situations (Giles, H. & Smith, P. M., 1979). Among 
them, the concepts of convergence and divergence reflect people’s psychological motivation for using language: 
convergence refers to individuals moving closer to each other’s communication methods, mapping each other’s cul-
ture and communication methods, in order to generate resonance. Differentiation emphasizes differences, focuses on 
personal cultural expression, and highlights uniqueness. With the evolution and development of the times, people 
deviate from the traditional language norms in language, grammar, and semantics, which Androutsopoulos summa-
rizes as the theory of network language variation (Androutsopoulos, J., 2011). One of the important aspects is the 
reconstruction of meaning in digital practice, in which individuals endow numbers with specific meanings through 
digital homonyms or abbreviations, differentiating from traditional linguistic expressions. For example, “886” means 
“see you” (bai bai lou)3 and “94” means “is” (jiu shi)4 in Chinese. Their numerical pronunciations are similar to the 
Chinese character pronunciations. The reconstruction of meaning injects new elements and expressions into language. 

2.2 Current Research on Chinese-English Mixed Languages 

With the acceleration of globalization, the contact between Chinese and English languages has become more and 
more extensive, and the phenomenon of language mixing has emerged. In addition, the rapid rise of the Internet has 
provided a fertile ground for the conversion of Chinese and English codes, making language communication more 
convenient and fast, especially the typical characteristics of Internet buzzwords. Contemporary young people pursue 
personalized expression, and the mix of Chinese and English meets their needs for novelty and difference. At present, 
there are significant research achievements on Internet buzzwords, with a greater number of studies from cultural and 
sociolinguistic perspectives. However, there are relatively few articles on the linguistic value of Internet buzzwords, 
and the content covers few perspectives (Man, X., 2023). In the era of development, scholars still have insufficient 
research on this gradually emerging language, and the number of relevant literature is limited, which is not conducive 
to understanding the way and psychology of Gen Z language use. First of all, the depth of its research is limited. Most 
studies only scratch the surface, merely summarizing the forms and types of code-switching internet buzzwords, 
without delving deeply into the underlying cultural and social factors. Taking yyds5 as an example, there are few 
studies that deeply explore the linguistic innovation psychology of contemporary young people and the need for 
efficient and concise expression in social media interactions. Secondly, the research perspective is narrow. Most of 
the relevant literature starts from a single perspective of linguistics, and uses linguistic theory to analyze the gram-
matical, semantic, and other characteristics of English mixed use in Internet buzzwords, which stays at the surface 
research. There are few comprehensive studies that combine multidisciplinary perspectives such as sociology, psy-
chology, and communication. Also, there was a lack of up-to-date follow-up studies. It’s no secret that Internet 
buzzwords are being updated at a rapid pace, and the speed of research has not kept pace with language innovation. 
As new Chinese-English buzzwords emerge and old ones fade away, it is impossible to fully understand their trends 
and innovation directions without tracking. 

3. Case Study: The Specific Manifestation of the Phenomenon of Mixed Use of Chinese and Eng-
lish in Generation Z 

3.1 Embedding of Daily Vocabulary 

When narrating everyday events, Gen Z often integrates common English words into Chinese sentences, which are 
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well-known words to achieve resonance. For instance, on social media platforms, the magical expression of “City or 
not city”1 has triggered a craze for imitation across the Internet. Inspired by a conversation between a foreign blogger 
and his sister while traveling in China, this mix of Chinese and English is not a simple language game, but a symbol-
ogy reconstructed by Gen Z in the context of digital natives. When foreign bloggers say “City or not city”1 in an 
exaggerated tone, the defamiliarization of their voices dissipates the seriousness of English. Through secondary cre-
ation on short video platforms, this linguistic pattern has transcended its original role as a regional evaluation and 
evolved into a value judgment emphasizing the global appeal of subjects. This shift mirrors the younger generation’s 
aspirational vision of a cosmopolitan aesthetic in the era of globalization. Under everyone’s interpretation, this col-
loquial phrase has become synonymous with foreignness, and it is used to evaluate attractions or express excitement. 
“He is my idol”6 is what fans call their idols. In the continuous development of the language, the word idol is trans-
literated as “Aidou”7. Originally, the concept of Western idols was reconstructed locally through Chinese homophony. 
The birth of “Big dan” (Bold)8 reveals the deformed aesthetics of online language. The “Da”9 in “Da Dan”10 is 
replaced with the English capitalized Big, and the semantic tension is strengthened through visual impact. Catalyzed 
by Weibo Super Topics and barrage culture, this kind of non-mainstream expression quickly completed the transition 
from sub-cultural circles to mass communication, which just caters to the needs of Generation Z in pursuit of person-
alized expression. 

3.2 Use of English Abbreviations 

In Generation Z’s social media communication, English abbreviations have evolved into a pragmatic semiotic system. 
Their value lies not merely in simplifying expression but in fundamentally redefining modes of interaction within the 
digital age. When BTW is replaced by the way and TBC is replaced by to be continued, emo carries emotional codes, 
these letter combinations are breaking through the principles of traditional language and becoming the key to con-
necting the rules of virtual socialization. The cross-cultural adaptation of BTW (By the way) shows the elastic mech-
anism of online discourse. This abbreviation functions as a topic conversion buffer. The continued popularity of TBC 
(To be continued) reflects the blank space of the narrative. When the traditional to be continued is compressed into 
three letters, and the concept of time is compressed into symbols, the process of waiting for the story to be renewed 
itself is transformed into an important part of social interaction. The ambiguity of emo has forged a novel emotional 
spectrum. While the post-85 generation might need lengthy diary entries to articulate their sentiments, Gen Z achieves 
precise emotional pinpointing and release through three-letter codes. 

3.3 Use of English Homophony 

The direct phonetic translation of Thank you into “Shuan Q”11 leverages the comedic undertone of the Chinese char-
acter “Shuan”12, creating a humorous contrast between phonetic mimicry and semantic dissonance. This homo-phonic 
strategy not only preserves the original English word’s phonetic framework of the original word thanks but also 
deconstructs the formality of social etiquette through absurd lexical pairings. For instance, in high-pressure scenarios, 
users replace traditional complaint phrases like I’m really annoyed with “I’m seriously ‘thank Q’ now”13 (expressing 
helplessness or discontent)—venting emotions while softening aggression through humor. Similarly, dissecting re-
spect into “Rui Si Bai”14 juxtaposes the literal meanings of the characters “Rui”15 (symbolizing auspiciousness) and 
“Bai”16 (worship) with the original term’s connotation. While superficially retaining the semantic notion of respect, 
the exaggerated phrasing—as in “Respect this move!” (It’s both respectful and sneering.)17—playfully subverts the 
concept of reverence. The creativity of “Duck Bu Bi” (no need to)18 goes further: by overlapping the pronunciation 
of “duck” with “Da Ke (meaning ‘might as well’)”, it injects an animal motif into linguistic logic, instantly trans-
forming the stern admonition “Da Ke Bu Bi”18 into an endearing phrase. When users advise others with “Duck Bu 
Bi”18, the homophone dissolves the didactic tone, making persuasion feel lighthearted. Through such code-switching 
and homo-phonic play, these linguistic innovations generate humor, compensating for the lack of physical immediacy 
in digital communication while redefining the boundaries of linguistic creativity (Li, H., 2018). 

4. Research Findings 

Through in-depth data mining and systematic analysis of mainstream social media platforms such as Red Note and 
Weibo, this study reveals several characteristics of the phenomenon of code-switching in the context of social media, 
which not only inherits the theoretical framework of traditional code-switching, but also shows significant uniqueness 
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according to the development of the times. Furthermore, the research highlights that code-switching demonstrates an 
increased frequency of use in specific scenarios when viewed from a global perspective, reflecting its evolving role 
as a strategic communication tool in cross-cultural interactions. 

4.1 Characteristics of the Phenomenon of Code-Switching 

Gen Z’s mix of Chinese and English on social media can be summarized as innovative, concise, efficient, and enter-
taining. This phenomenon is a process of language recreation. This practice represents a process of linguistic rein-
vention, where young users transcend traditional linguistic norms to blend the poetic depth of Chinese with the di-
rectness of English expressions, creating novel and hybrid phrases. These neologisms are often creative and can 
quickly resonate online and become popular memes. In the era of information explosion, simplicity and efficiency 
have become an important principle of communication for Generation Z. The wide use of English abbreviations 
greatly shortens the time cost of information transmission and makes communication more direct and rapid. Through 
the use of Chinese and English, they have constructed a set of their own Internet slang, which circulates in specific 
social circles and forms an efficient communication mechanism. Code conversion helps to express some new things 
or concepts that are difficult to express in Chinese, and improves communication efficiency (Jiang, C., 2023). When 
a word or phrase is widely recognized and quickly spreads on social media, it becomes a consensus expression that 
makes communication more fluid. This efficiency is not only evident in the speed of information transmission but 
also in the depth of comprehension. This is because specific blended terms often carry a particular cultural context 
and emotional undertone that can be accurately interpreted only by those within the relevant community. The mix of 
Chinese and English is also highly entertaining. They are adept at using language puns, humor to create jokes, or to 
create new memes through imitation and adaptation, as a source of fun for social interaction. 

4.2 Occasions for the Use of Code Conversion 

The use of code-switching is mainly concentrated in cross-cultural communication scenarios, especially on social 
media platforms. As the main force of social media, Gen Z prefers to use a mix of Chinese and English expressions 
when discussing highly international topics such as fashion, technology, and entertainment. Especially when the US 
president issued a ban on the overseas version of the popular social media TikTok, a large number of TikTok refugees 
poured into the Chinese social networking app Red Note, and all kinds of mixed Chinese and English languages 
appeared in the comment section. The frequent occurrence of code-switching on social media is a direct product of 
the changing times, and it is also an important way for Gen Z to seek identity, personality, and creativity. Through 
code switching, Gen Z not only crosses the boundaries of language and culture, but also builds its own social network 
and discourse system. 

5. Pragmatic Analysis 

Code-switching is both a product of globalization and digitalization, and a microcosm of cultural convergence and 
conflict. The phenomenon of Chinese-English code switching on social media is a complex sociolinguistic phenom-
enon that not only promotes social interaction, identity, and cultural integration but also brings language shock and 
challenges. 

5.1 Social Interaction 

People construct social interactions through code-switching. When it comes to social interaction, we often think of 
everyday conversations or cross-cultural exchanges. Social interaction is essentially the dynamic exchange of infor-
mation, emotion, and meaning between people. As a carrier of social interaction, language not only conveys superfi-
cial information, but also constructs the framework of interaction. It is worth noting that linguistic practices in social 
interaction have a dual character: they both reflect existing social structures and reproduce new social realities. When 
Gen Z creates a mix of Chinese and English buzzwords, they not only show their awareness of social rules, but also 
actively construct the meaning of interactive scenes. 

5.2 Identity 

A person who wants to mark their identity can consciously or unconsciously choose code-switching to achieve this 
(Zhang, Y., 2022). Language is a symbol of status. On social media, Gen Z uses language choices to build and present 
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an ideal self-image. Code-switching is a sign of identity within a group. The use of specific language patterns can 
strengthen cohesion within the group, distinguishing between us and them. The use of internet buzzwords and Chi-
nese-English expressions has become a unique identity of Gen Z, helping them build empathy and a sense of belong-
ing with their peers. Individuals can demonstrate their multicultural identity, which is a way of self-expression and a 
manifestation of one’s identity. 

5.3 Cultural Integration 

The nature of society is not a dichotomous subject, but an imaginary subject that transcends national boundaries, 
nationalities, and cultures, enabling different nationalities and cultures to move towards great harmony (Zhang, W., 
2009). In the new era, young people have abandoned the admiration of foreign countries and are not only obsessed 
with personal culture, but also promote the integration of diverse cultures with an open and inclusive attitude. They 
both activate tradition with code-shifting and engage in global conversations with mash-up expressions. Gen Z is 
walking at the forefront of the international community with an open attitude, and establishing a new culture with 
integrity and innovation. When language transcends instrumental attributes as the context of cultural innovation, 
code-switching is no longer a simple linguistic act, but a cornerstone of shaping the future of multiculturalism. 

5.4 Language Shock 

With the spread of Chinese-English code conversion on social media, the inequality in language proficiency will be 
highlighted. Those who are fluent in code-switching have an advantage in social interactions, while those with weaker 
language skills feel marginalized. There is a message gap between them, and people who don’t keep up with the trend 
can’t understand the sense of humor that comes with code switching. In addition, the excessive use of code switching 
will lead us to forget some traditional words and expressions, and the perception of traditional culture will be dulled. 
For example, abbreviations like PPT completely replace “Yan Shi Wen Gao” (Chinese expression of PPT)19, which 
makes us lose our perception of the rich vocabulary of the Chinese language. More importantly, it affects our under-
standing and inheritance of traditional culture. 

6. Conclusion 

Based on the perspective of sociolinguistics, this paper selects typical cases on social media to analyze, and prelimi-
narily discusses their linguistic characteristics and language use. Gen Z’s mixed use of Chinese and English on social 
media is not only a microcosm of global linguistic blending, but also a sample of linguistic innovation in digital 
society. This practice is a profound reflection of Gen Z’s multicultural language choice strategy, which relies on both 
mother tongue communication and English symbols. Future research will further focus on the role of sub-cultural 
circles in shaping code switching, and the challenges of this language innovation to traditional language paradigms 
and education systems. Nowadays, the mixing of codes in social media is not only a linguistic phenomenon, but also 
a vivid manifestation of identity and culture in the digital age. 

Notes 

1. City or not city: “City 不 city 啊?” In daily life, people say, “高兴不高兴？” This “…不…？” is a very typical Chinese 
sentence pattern. Some people explain the City as Yangqi (Fashionable). The term was used to refer to the western 
seas in the middle and late Qing Dynasty, and later the meaning was expanded to modern atmosphere. 

2. I am feeling emotional: 我 emo 了, it indicates personal depression and emo replaces Chinese expression “不开心” 
(unhappy). 

3. see you: 拜拜喽, The pronunciation bai and lou is similar to the number pronunciation ba (8) and liu (6) in Chinese. 
4. is: 94 (就是), The pronunciation jiu and shi is similar to the number pronunciation jiu (9) and si (4) in Chinese, which 

means is. 
5. yyds: the pinyin abbreviation of Chinese “永远滴神” is originated from eSports player Shiny Ruo when he shouted 

out “Uzi, 永远滴神 !” to his idol Uzi, a retired League of Legends player. 
The expression, literally meaning “eternal God”, illustrates one’s feeling when they find something or someone god-
like, awesome and exceptional. 

6. He is my idol: 他是我的 idol. 
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7. Aidou: 爱豆, The Chinese version of idol. 
8. Big dan: Big 胆. 
9. Da: 大, Chinese pinyin which means big. 
10. Da Dan: 大胆, Chinese pinyin which means daring or brave. 
11. Shuan Q: 栓 Q, Thank you. 
12. Shuan: 栓, Similar to English Thank. 
13. I’m seriously ‘thank Q’ now: 我真的栓 Q, Expressing helplessness or discontent. 
14. Rui Si Bai: 瑞斯拜, The Chinese version of respect. 
15. Rui: 瑞, It’s the same as the pronunciation of re. 
16. Bai: 拜, It’s the same as the pronunciation of pect. 
17. Respect this move!: 瑞斯拜这波操作! 
18. Duck Bu Bi: Duck 不必, No need to. 
19. Yan Shi Wen Gao: 演示文稿, Chinese expression of PPT. 
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