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Cultural influences on language use have received much attention in face-to-face conversational 
discourse. It has been an accepted fact that English speakers express feelings and use direct 
languages more frequently than Chinese. However, little attention has been paid to the disparities 
between Chinese and English communicative strategies in computer-mediated settings. This 
study compares how Internet users give support to Taiwanese and American well-known athletes. 
Data drawn from Taiwan and U.S. websites indicate different degrees of preference in supportive 
strategies, reflecting a sharp contrast between low-context/individualistic culture and 
high-context/collective culture. Taiwanese athletes tend to receive support directed toward a 
shortened social distance. U.S. athletes are primarily supported by more expressive strategies. 
Nevertheless, the preparatory and compensatory moves exhibit cross-cultural similarities: Both 
Taiwanese and U.S. athletes are commonly greeted by first names or nicknames. Supporters of 
both languages also prefer revealing identity, using informal complimentary closings, and 
omitting salutations or signatures. The conclusions indicate that influences of Internet 
characteristics are as significant as cultural backgrounds on the directness and formality of online 
support. This suggests that the awareness of language cultures and communication media is 
crucial for language learners in building and mastering successful intercultural communication in 
networking communities. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Culture influences language use; cultural properties thus need to be taken into account in 

cross-linguistic investigation. Previous studies have indicated that people from different 
cultures have different social values and thinking patterns (Hall, 1976; Hall & Hall, 1987). 
Results of this line of research show differences in the speech acts performed in different 
cultures, such as decision making, compliment, compliment response, refusal, and requesting 
(e.g., Brew, Heksketh, & Taylor, 2001; Chang, 2009; Tang & Zhang, 2009). The salient 
contrast as detected between Chinese and English is a case in point. It has been reported that 
English speakers tend to adopt direct communicative strategies and are open to expression of 
rich feelings, whereas Chinese speakers value implicitness, humility, and social status 
disparity (e.g., Gu, 2007; Tang & Zhang, 2009). These generalizations have been built upon 
observations on spoken or written languages. 

However, the prevalence of Internet use over the past decade has created a new interface 
for human to communicate, to interact, and to share information (Barnes, 2003). Important 
communication media introduced by the Internet technology are e-mail, Web pages, 
chatrooms, bulletin board systems (BBS), and instant messenger (IM), etc.1 Some newly 
established social networking sites including Wretch and Facebook allow Web users to 
register and have free access to service like online albums, blogs, and guestbooks.2

                                                 
1 It was found that approximately 15.82 million people in Taiwan had access to the Internet. The rate of Internet 

use surpassed 60% in every region of Taiwan (TWNIC, 2009). Web users in the United States also amounted 
to over 200 million, which constitute 74.7% of its total population (Internet World Stats, 2009). 

 With the 
advancement of such communication media, speech acts commonly attested in our daily lives, 

2 Wretch (http://www.wretch.cc/) is a social networking site that has sprouted up in recent years. It allows Web 
users to apply for free membership to enjoy service such as online album, blog, and guestbook. Facebook 
(http://www.facebook.com/) is also a free-access social networking site, allowing members to make his or her 
own profile page or exchange messages. 

mailto:clhsieh@ntnu.edu.tw�
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such as making requests and offering invitations, have also become common in interfaces of 
computer-mediated communication (CMC). Of those prevalent online speech acts, giving 
support to public figures is one that has received little attention in the literature. Therefore, 
this paper is intended to examine how public figures are given support via Chinese and 
English online guestbooks. Our purpose is to discover the cultural values that determine the 
distinct characteristics of Chinese and English Internet languages. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Contrast between Chinese and English Cultures 
 In cross-cultural communication research, two common models for the orientation of 
cultural values have been developed. According to the amount of information a person can 
comfortably manage, Hall (1976) divides cultures into two categories: low-context cultures 
and high-context cultures. Low-context cultures value self-expression, verbal fluency, and 
eloquent speech. Speakers tend to directly express their opinions and persuade others to 
accept their viewpoints. Highly structured messages and details are emphasized. 
Individualism rather than group concept is highlighted; people tend to develop transitory 
personal relationship. In contrast, explicit verbal messages are not emphasized in 
high-context cultures. Most information is carried by contextual cues (e.g., place, time, 
situation, and relationship); thus it is not necessary to provide background information. In 
addition, group sense instead of individualism is prioritized. Harmony is also highly valued. 
People prefer taking time to cultivate and establish a permanent personal relationship (Hall, 
1976; Hall & Hall, 1987). 

Previous cross-cultural studies have indicated that the behavior of Northern-Americans 
is dominated by short-term and asymmetrical reciprocal relationships. Considered a threat to 
freedom and autonomy, commitments or obligations are not treated as important elements in 
the development of interpersonal relationship. By contrast, harmony as a key to Chinese 
cultural values leads people to speak admiringly and respectfully of others. Harmony also 
accounts for Chinese people’s tendency to avoid negative responses and aggressive behaviors 
in social actions (Chen & Starosta, 1998). From these observations, it can be inferred that 
English culture belongs to low-context culture, while Chinese culture is categorized as 
high-context culture (Hall, 1976). 

Another model is proposed by Hofstede (1980). This model divides culture into 
individualistic cultures and collective cultures. The former refers to societies where the ties 
between individuals are loose, and personal rights, individual opinions, freedom, innovation, 
and self expressions are emphasized. The United States is one of the individualistic countries. 
In contrast, collective cultures pertain to societies where people from birth onwards are 
integrated into strong and cohesive groups which throughout people’s life protect them in 
exchange for unquestioning loyalty. These cultures highlight collaboration, community, 
shared interest, harmony, tradition, we-relation, and trust. Taiwanese culture is an example. 

Regardless of the different categorizing models as adopted by Hall (1976) and Hofstede 
(1980), it is clear that high-context cultures resemble collective cultures, whereas low-context 
cultures are similar to individualistic cultures. Therefore, this paper combines these two 
models to describe the relationships between Chinese and English pragmatic features and 
their respective cultural backgrounds. 
 
2.2 Contrast between Chinese and English Speech Acts 

Speech acts in low-context/individualistic and high-context/collective cultures have been 
discussed in research targeting this area. The results have shown that Chinese speakers 
generally underscore group harmony due to the influence of collectivism. English speakers, 
on the other hand, focus more on individual needs because of the influence of individualism. 
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A study of imperatives by Huang (2008) reveals that collectivism results in more use of 
direct forms in Chinese. Since collective cultures feature group interest, collaboration, and 
hierarchy, it is perfectly justifiable that elders use direct imperatives to youngers, to whom 
euphemisms are unnecessary. Likewise, using indirect forms between people in close 
relationships, such as families, relatives, and friends, is considered treating each other as 
outsiders. English speakers adopt more indirect forms due to the parallel structure of their 
society. Indirect form is applied to show respect and emphasis on freedom and equality. 

Researchers have reported that studies on compliments reveal similar results as those on 
refusals (e.g., Zhang, 2008; Tang & Zhang, 2009). Harmony leads Chinese people to refuse 
or evade compliments to show humility and politeness. In English culture, conversely, 
avoiding accepting compliments is seen as impolite, as it threatens the addresser’s positive 
face. Thus, compliments tend to be accepted as an indicator of respect. 

Similar results

Cultural backgrounds influence appellation as well. Chinese appellations may suggest 
one’s power and status (Gu, 2007; Wang & Jiang, 2007). Accordingly, appellation choices 
depend on how addressers judge the relationship between people. For instance, it is 
considered impolite to call an out-group member by his or her first name. However, given the 
individualistic orientation, people in English culture prefer using parallel appellations to show 
mutual equality between each other. 

 have emerged in the study of gratitude. Wang and Jiang (2007) indicate 
that in Chinese culture saying ‘thank you’ is not ordinary, especially between those who are 
familiar with each other. It is a sign of treating the addressee as outsiders. However, 
acknowledging or expressing gratitude to others is interpreted as politeness and morality; 
hence it is prevalent in English culture even between family members. 

Greeting is another example that displays cultural influences on language. Chinese 
culture emphasizes the social value of human beings. People care about each other for this 
reason and in this way. Greeting is thus more than greeting itself. One may greet others by 
asking if they have had meal or not, or where they are going, or what they are going to do. 
However, English culture centers on the concept of self. Greeting forms as accepted by 
Chinese people are understood as invading others’ privacy (Wang & Jiang, 2007). 

Researchers have generally agreed that Chinese speech acts reflect a particular focus on 
harmony and euphemism, whereas English culture gives weight to individual values and self 
concepts. However, little is known about how people of these two cultures give support to 
others. This is the question this paper seeks to address. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

This study gathered data from online guestbooks, which are popular interfaces for Web 
users to give written support to public figures. When users leave messages there, the dates, 
time, and contents of postings are fully and accurately recorded. Thus guestbooks provide a 
large amount of complete and systematic data for linguistic research. Chinese data of the 
current study were drawn from the baseball player Chih-Chia Chang’s guestbook on his 
personal website (http://www.wretch.cc/guestbook/chang99) on Wretch and the tennis players 
Yung-Jan Chan and Chia-Jung Chuang’s guestbook built by EVA Air for the 2008 Beijing 
Olympics Women’s Doubles event (http://evaair.bros.com.tw/inside/comment03.aspx). 
English data were collected from the baseball player Derek Jeter’s guestbook on Facebook 
(http://www.facebook.com/pages/Derek-Jeter/9521047988#) and the tennis player Serena 
Williams’ guestbook on her official website (

Data from these four guestbooks share several features that contribute to a contrastive 
linguistic study. First, posts on these guestbooks are open and free to access. In addition, few 
advertisements or posts irrelevant to support were found, which saves the labor and time 
required in our data collection. Third, the supportees were well-known public figures. This 

http://www.serenawilliams.com/). 

http://www.wretch.cc/guestbook/chang99�
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guarantees a large amount of posts available for our investigation. Fourth, users who leave 
messages there do not show any specific age, occupation, or gender tendency. They are also 
required to log in the websites with account names or nicknames before posting messages. 
This helps to eliminate problems caused by anonymity. 

Posting frequencies in these guestbooks are different. Initially, 834 posts were collected 
from Chih-Chia Chang’s guestbook, dating from May 2005 to November 2007; 800 from 
Yung-Jan Chan and Chia-Jung Chuang’s in July 2008; 823 from Jeter’s from July 2008 to 
February, 2009; 804 from Williams’ from November 2007 to February 2009. Data irrelevant 
to support, though relatively few in number, were excluded from further treatment. After 
these unqualified data were deleted, 795 qualified posts were obtained respectively from each 
of the guestbooks. The total number of the qualified samples is 3,180 (=795*4). 

 
DATA ANALYSIS 
 This section presents statistical results and data analysis. First is the identification of 
prevalent supportive strategies, followed by a discussion on the differences between Chinese 
and English supportive strategies. 
 
4.1 Supportive Strategies 

The data show that online supportive strategies can be divided into two major parts, the 
head act and the preparatory or compensatory moves. The former refers to the support itself; 
the latter refers to the adjunct to the head act (see Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1984), i.e. the 
external adjunct that prepares or completes the act of support. These head and adjunct acts 
will be analyzed further in following sections.  
 
 4.1.1 Head Acts 

 Ten types of head acts are identified as frequently used in Chinese and English online 
support. First, the act Directive is used to command, ask, or request supportees, usually in the 
form of imperatives. Second, Praise is used to compliment supportees, often via appellation 
phrases or complete sentences. The act Blessing is used as supporters wish supportees luck in 
the future. Wish is used as supporters make wishes for a certain event to come true to meet 
their expectation. Adoration is used by supporters to express rapturous love, appreciation, and 
admiration. The act Preach occurs as supporters give supportees moral advice or bring 
supportees to reason. The type Promise refers to supporters’ giving temptation to supportees 
with material gain. The type Performative refers to utterances that ‘not only perform a speech 
act over and above simple assertion… [but] simultaneously describe the speech act itself’ 
(Peccei, 1999, p. 45). Appeal is used as supporters appeal to onlookers to give similar support. 
Gratitude occurs as supporters convey feelings of thankful appreciation. 
 
 4.1.2 Preparatory and compensatory moves 
 Four types of preparatory and compensatory moves are detected in the data. Appellation 
is used as supporters call supportees by their name. The type Identity refers to supporters’ 
revealing their identity. Greeting is used to express friendliness, respect, or pleasure. 
Signature indicates supporters’ name at the end of a message as in formal written letters. 
 
4.2 Contrast between Chinese and English Supportive Strategies 
 The following figure exhibits a comparison between Chinese and English supportive 
head acts. The vertical axis represents the occurring percentages of ten types of head acts as 
marked on the horizontal axis, arranged from left to right in the descending order of presence 
frequencies in Chinese. As shown in this figure, supportive strategies more prevalent in 
Chinese are Directive, Wish, Preach, Promise, Performative, and Appeal, while Praise, 
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Blessing, Adoration, and Gratitude are more favored in English. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Chinese and English head acts 
 
 4.2.1  More Prevalent Strategies in Chinese 
 The strategy of the highest frequency in Chinese is Directive, with an occurrence of 
81.19% (1,291/1,590), revealing a sharp contrast with that of 35.97% (572/1,590) in English. 
In both languages, the most common function of Directive is to encourage supportees, e.g., 
(1)-(2). Other functions include order, request, and suggestion. Indirect directives are only 
found in English samples, e.g., (3). 
(1)  Jiayou jiayou 
 go go 
 ‘Go! Go!’ 
(2) GO Girl 
(3) Would be more than happy to get a comment on my page ... 
 Chinese supporters also make wishes more often than English supporters, constituting a 
21.32% (339/1,590) and 19.87% (316/1,590) contrast. Synonyms of xiwang ‘hope’ and xiang 
‘would like’ are frequently used in Chinese, e.g., (4)-(5). Commonly in English are hope, 
want, and other expressions with similar meaning, e.g., (6)-(7). 
(4)  nimen Xiwang dou neng shunshunlili! 
 hope you both can smoothly 
 ‘I Hope
(5)  

 everything goes well for both of you!’ 
kan Xiang ni touqiu! 

 would like watch you pitch 
 ‘I would like
(6) I 

 to watch you pitch!’ 
hope

(7) I 
 I can grow up and be just like you!!!!!! 

want
 Some of the remaining head acts do not exhibit significant cross-linguistic differences in 
their occurring frequencies, but do show more occurrences in Chinese than in English. They 
are Preach (7.99% vs. 2.83%), Promise (7.42% vs. 5.97%), Performative (7.17% vs. 1.64%), 
and Appeal (1.76% vs. 0.06%). 

 to meet you one day. 

  
 4.2.2  More Prevalent Strategies in English 
  4.2.2.1 Head Acts 
 Chinese supporters use fewer instances of Praise than English supporters do, with a 
contrast of 26.73% (425/1,590) and 47.17% (750/1,590). Supporters give praise when 
supportees’ good performances make them feel proud or similarly honored, e.g., (8)-(9). 
(8)  Nimen shi Taiwan de jiaoao~ 
 you be Taiwan Poss. pride 
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 ‘You are the pride of Taiwan~’ 
(9) You are my inspiration. 
 Chinese supporters use Blessing less often than English supporters, as shown by the 
frequency difference between 23.40% (372/1,590) and 35.41% (563/1,590). Some common 
expressions of this strategy are zhufu ‘bless,’ wish, and good luck, e.g., (10)-(11). 
(10)  nimen Zhufu yongduo jinpai! 
 bless you win gold medal 
 ‘May God bless
(11) 

 you to win gold medal!’ 
good luck

 Chinese supporters use much less Adoration than English supporters, with an 11.57% 
(184/1,590) and 36.04% (573/1,590) contrast. Verbs such as ai ‘love’, xihuan ‘like’, love, and 
favorite are common, e.g., 

 in 09 

(12)-(14). English supporters also show more passionate love, e.g., 
(15), the kind of metaphor not found in the Chinese data. 
(12)  Chao kan ai ni da qiu de la! 
 super- love watch you play ball Part. Part. 
 ‘I love
(13) I 

 to watch you playing baseball so much!’ 
love

(14) You are my 
 you Derek. 

favorite
(15) He really is the father of my two kids! Just don’t tell my husband! 

 player. 

 The head act Gratitude only constitutes 0.75% (12/1,590) of the Chinese samples, while 
it amounts to (16) 4.4% (70/1,590) in English, e.g., -(17). 
(16)  gei Xiexie ni women nage meihaode 2001 shijiebei 
 thank you give us that wonderful 2001 World Cup 
 ‘Thank you
(17) I’ve learnt a lot watching you play tennis so... 

 for giving us the wonderful 2001 World Cup.’ 
thank you so much

 
!!! 

  4.2.2.2 Preparatory and compensatory moves 
Figure 2 below contrasts Chinese and English preparatory and compensatory moves. 

The vertical axis represents the occurring frequencies of four preparatory and compensatory 
moves—Appellation, Identity, Greeting, and Signature, as labeled on the horizontal axis. As 
can be seen from this figure, these four preparatory and compensatory moves all occur more 
frequently in English than in Chinese. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Chinese and English preparatory and compensatory moves 
  
 Appellation is used more often in English than in Chinese, with a 53.52% (851/1,590) 
and 38.99% (620/1,590) contrast. The most prevalent use of this strategy in both languages is 
to address supportees by their born names, such as Zhang Zhijia ‘Chih-Chia Chang’ and 
Derek. This results in a more distant relationship between supporters and supportees. Other 
common forms are combination of the supportee’s name and his or her title to show respect, 
such as Zhang Zhijia xuezhang ‘Senior Chih-Chia Chang’ and Mr. Jeter, nicknames that 
express closeness and adoration toward supportees, such as A Jia ‘A-Chia’ and Big D, 
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combination of a praise phrase with the supportee’s name, e.g., (18) and (19), and intimate 
names that show affection, e.g., (20) and (21). 
(18)  Xiwu wangpai toushou~ Zhang Zhijia 
 Seibu ace pitcher Chih-Chia Chang 
 ‘Seibu Lions’ Ace~ Chih-Chia Chang’ 
(19) The legend Jeter 
(20)  Wo zui ai de toushou 
 I most love Poss. pitcher 
 ‘My favorite pitcher’ 
(21) my future husband 
 English supporters also use Identity more often than Chinese supporters; the occurring 
frequencies are 13.84% (220/1,590) and 4.84% (77/1,590) respectively. This strategy can be 
expressed by stating names directly, e.g., (22)-(23), using apposition for a clearer description, 
e.g., (24)-(25), indicating being supporters without leaving their names, e.g., (26)-(27), and 
indicating the kind of relationship with the supportees, e.g., (28)-(29). 
(22)  lai Vicky bainian luo~ 
 Vicky come offer New Year’s greetings Part. 
 ‘Vicky
(23) my name is Justin 

 wishes you a Happy New Year~’ 

(24)  Wo jiao Chengtai Hip-Hop Xiaoyang 
 I call Macoto Hip-Hop Xiaoyang 
 ‘My name is Macoto Hip-Hop Hsiao-Yang.’ 
(25) this is john clarke one of ur greatest fans! 
(26)  Wo shi ni de zhongshi qiumi 
 I be you Poss. faithful fan 
 ‘I am your number one fan.’ 
(27) I am a HUGE fan of yours. 
(28)  Wo jiu zhu zai ni jia pangbian eryi.... 
 I precisely live at your home nearby only 
 ‘I live close to you…’ 
(29) You are my distant cousin! 
 Likewise, Greeting occurs more often in English than in Chinese; the occurring 
frequencies are 23.90% (380/1,590) and 2.96% (47/1,590) respectively. Occasionally 
supporters simply greet supportees without mentioning anything else. The purpose is to show 
continuous support, e.g., (30)-(31). 
(30)  Haha! Haojiubujian lei~~~ 
 ha-ha long time no see Part. 
 ‘Ha-ha! Long time no see~~~’ 
(31) Hi Derek! 
 Signature are also more common in English than Chinese, as can be seen from the 
striking contrast between 15.22% (242/1,590) and 1.51% (24/1,590). In most cases supporters 
leave only the information about their identity, e.g., (32). Complimentary closings as used in 
letters or emails appear in some English samples, either in an informal form, e.g., (33), or in a 
form between intimate friends, e.g., (34). 
(32)  …yongyuan de zhichizhe!! 
 …forever Poss. supporter 
 ‘…your supporter forever!!’ 
(33) …All the best
(34) …

, Frank 
Love

 
, Teddy 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
The results of this study generally conform to the findings

English supporters, on the other hand, prefer adopting strategies that are more expressive 
and conformable to individual values, such as Praise, Blessing, Adoration, and Gratitude. 
These strategies allow supporters to convey personal opinions and feelings. Moreover, 
English supporters tend to use more direct communication styles to show passionate love 
when giving adoration. No examples of this type exist in the Chinese counterpart. Under the 
influence of individualism, English supporters also make wishes and give praises in ways 
different from Chinese. Chinese supporters often encourage supportees to keep up good work 
and achieve good performances when making wishes. However, English supporters tend to 
make wishes that are more beneficial to supportees than to the supporters themselves. When 
giving praises, similarly, Chinese supporters often describe how well supportees performed in 
competitions or use appellation such as ‘the pride of Taiwan.’ The focus is not on supportees 
but on their contribution to their country. English expressions that highlight supporters’ 
personal feelings (e.g., ‘You are my inspiration’) are not present in the Chinese data. 

 of previous research on oral 
or written Chinese and English. By observing the ten head acts, this study discovers that 
Chinese supporters tend to adopt strategies that help to shorten social distance, including 
Directive, Wish, Preach, Promise, Performative, and Appeal. This tendency can be attributed 
to the collectivism highly valued in Chinese society. For example, the use of direct 
imperatives, preaches, and performatives are a result of following the rigid social hierarchies 
and norms in collectivist societies. The use of indirect forms would be regarded as treating 
supportees as strangers. Chinese supporters also give more promises in order to establish a 
permanent and strong social tie with the other members in the society. Making public appeal 
is another way Chinese people retain interdependence, unity, and solidarity, emphasizing the 
group as a whole. 

The distribution of preparatory and compensatory moves also reveals the influence of 
cultural backgrounds on speech acts. However, the power of influence appears to be 
moderated

The results of this study demonstrate the influence of cultural backgrounds and 
communication media on the performance of speech acts. Language instructors may apply 
these findings to guide learners to understand the interaction between culture, media, and 
language. The supportive strategies illustrated here can also serve as examples to show 
cultural influence. It is suggested that the nature of a virtual society is valuable in accounting 

 by the nature of the communication medium. As noted earlier, the four 
preparatory and compensatory moves are all more prevalent in English. In addition, the 
sequencing structure Greeting—Appellation—Identity—head act—Signature, as used in 
formal letters, is commonly seen in English but rarely in Chinese. This indicates that English 
online supports are more highly-structured. Nevertheless, no obvious differences are found 
between Chinese and English in the ways preparatory and compensatory moves are used. For 
example, both Chinese and English supporters call supportees by their names. Even if 
supporters and supportees do not really know each other, supporters still regard supportees as 
insiders and try to develop and maintain a close relationship. Intimate names and nicknames 
are also popular in both languages as a sign of affection, adoration, and closeness. The above 
observation diverges from the traditional view that calling out-group members by their names 
is impolite in Chinese society. Moreover, both Chinese and English supporters try to shorten 
or bridge the distance gap by indicating their relationship with the supportees. When leaving 
signatures, supporters in both languages generally provide their identity information without 
complimentary closings. If they do leave complimentary closings, the forms are rather 
informal or intimate. This may result from the effect of the Internet-based communicative 
form. Under the computer-mediated environment, the disparity between social distance and 
social power appears to be not as apparent as in the real world. 
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for the way language can be manipulated to build successful interpersonal communication. 
The conclusions also suggest that traditional communication patterns seem to extend to the 
new Internet society. 
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